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Abstract 
Despite rising inequality making upward social mobility difficult, faith in the American Dream 
persists. Why is this the case? In six studies (five pre-registered), we demonstrate that in 
scenarios where hard work and ability are held constant, people praise the hard work and talent 
of individuals who successfully move up the social ladder while derogating these same 
characteristics among individuals who do not; a pattern of attributions which is likely to 
reinforce the American Dream. Further, conservatives explain mobility failure particularly in 
terms of personal shortcomings whereas liberals look to systemic disadvantages, attributions that 
in turn predicted lowered and heightened support for policies designed to promote equality, 
respectively. Moreover, experimentally inducing a focus on societal barriers to upward mobility 
(vs. Internal factors) increased support for policies to reduce these barriers, and reduced system 
justification and faith in the American Dream, particularly among conservatives.  
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Introduction 
The American Dream means any person can achieve prosperity through hard work and 
ingenuity because there are no inherent barriers in our society. 
– Anthony Scaramucci, 2016 FOX Business article 
Democrats believe in reigniting the American Dream by removing barriers to success and 
building ladders of opportunity for all, so everyone can succeed.  
– Nancy Pelosi, 2012 Democratic National Convention speech 
The American Dream represents a national level lay belief that hard work and effort is 
rewarded fairly, suggesting that upward social mobility is likely to occur and can be obtained by 
“pulling up one’s bootstraps.” Faith in the American Dream appears to be strong. For example, 
Mijs (2019) reported that roughly 95% of Americans believe meritocratic factors, such as hard 
work, are the primary cause of success. However, rates of economic inequality in the United 
States continue to rise (Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty, Saez, & Zucman, 2018; Saez, 2013), the gap 
between the rich and the poor is widening (OECD, 2011; The World Bank, 2019), and several 
structural barriers make experiencing upward social mobility quite difficult despite individuals’ 
best efforts (Pew Economic Mobility Project, 2012). In the current work, we explore how 
responses to instances of upward social mobility successes and failures reinforce the American 
Dream, allowing it to persist even when the actual experiences of most individuals appear to run 
counter to this ideal.  
The American Dream: Belief vs. Reality 
Plaut, Markus, and Lachman (2002), suggested that three related but distinct ideas are at 
the core of American culture: Independence, the Protestant Ethic, and the American Dream. 
Stemming from the Declaration of Independence (Plaut et al., 2002; Shane & Heckhausen, 
2013), the belief in independence suggests that everyone is created equally and has the right to 
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freedom and the pursuit of happiness. The Protestant Ethic suggests that every individual has the 
responsibility to “pursue their calling” and highlights hard work as the way to do this (Plaut et 
al., 2002; Shane & Heckhausen, 2013. Finally, the American Dream is defined as the belief that 
individuals can achieve a higher social class than their parents based on their ability, effort, and 
hard work (Hochschild, 1995; McNamee & Miller, 2009; Spindler & Spindler, 1990). Although 
all three ideas are central to American culture, the American Dream is often seen as its 
cornerstone. Consistent with this, belief in the American Dream tends to be widespread and it is 
endorsed by individuals both higher and lower in social class (Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 
2003; Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003). 
In reality, hard work and upward social mobility are often not as connected as the 
American Dream would suggest. High levels of inequality make social mobility quite difficult, 
with the United States having one of the lowest rates of social mobility, particularly in terms of 
income, among industrial nations (Beller & Hout, 2006; Causa & Johansson, 2010).1 Upward 
social mobility is likely to be especially difficult for individuals low in socio-economic status as 
high levels of economic inequality create barriers preventing them from accessing resources and 
opportunities that would make mobility possible (Kearney & Levine, 2016; Smeeding, 2016). 
Additionally, circumstances appear to be worsening over time as the income gap between the 
rich and the poor continues to grow (Mishel, Bivens, Gould, & Shierholz, 2012; Piketty & Saez, 
 
1 Social mobility can be operationalized in many ways. Commonly, researchers create an intergenerational elasticity 
index which represents the percentage of difference between families on one or more dimensions that tend to persist 
from one generation to the next (i.e., income, education, occupation category).  Using this approach, research has 
suggested that the exact level of mobility within the United States, and thus where the United States falls in terms of 
social mobility relative to other countries, differs slightly depending on the dimension that is examined, however 
rates of income mobility tend to be consistently low compared to other industrial nations (Beller and Hout, 2006; 
Causa & Johansson, 2010). Further, parental socio-economic status appears to have a fairly large impact on an 
individual’s secondary school achievement in the United States relative to other countries (Causa & Johansson, 
2010). In the present research, our manipulations focus specifically on a combination of educational and income 
mobility.  
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2006). For example, the GINI coefficient, a standard indicator of income inequality ranging from 
0 (identical incomes for all individuals) to 1 (all wealth goes to one person), for the United States 
increased from roughly .346 in 1979 to roughly .415 in 2016, making the US the OECD country 
ranked highest in economic inequality based on the most recent data available (The World Bank, 
2019).  Despite rising inequality, finding ways to reduce such divides does not rank as a top 
priority for most individuals (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015; Gallup, 2011). This may at least be in 
part because individuals are overly confident that they will move up the social ladder, with 
conservatives overestimating chances of mobility more than liberals (Davidai & Gilvoich, 2015, 
2018; Kraus, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 2015).2 Overall, the findings discussed thus far suggest that 
individuals’ belief in the American Dream is often more optimistic than the reality supports. This 
raises the questions of why and how this dream continues to persist within society. We discuss 
each of these questions in turn.  
Why does Belief in the American Dream Persist?  
System justification theory posits that individuals are motivated to view the society in 
which they live as fair and just; remarkably this can be true among both those who are 
advantaged and those who are disadvantaged by the system (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & 
Nosek, 2004; Jost & Hunyady, 2002). This perspective suggests that current inequalities, which 
could suggest unfairness in society, may be rationalized by beliefs which suggest social mobility 
 
2 Although the majority of evidence suggests that individuals tend to over-estimate levels of upward social mobility 
in society, there is some debate about this finding in the literature (Chambers, Swan, and Heesacker, 2015; Davidai 
& Gilovich, 2018; Swan, Chambers, Heesacker, & Nero, 2017). For example, Chambers, Swan, and Heesacker 
(2015) found that individuals may actually underestimate, rather than overestimate, levels of upward social mobility, 
with liberals underestimating mobility more than conservatives, a finding which may be a function of how mobility 
questions were asked. Despite variations across studies, the evidence as a whole suggests that individuals have lay 
beliefs about social mobility that tend to differ from actual rates of mobility and that these estimates tend to differ 
between individuals based on factors such as ideology (Davidai & Wienk, 2021).   
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is fairly likely to occur, and that it can be attained through hard work (Jost & Hunyady, 2002; 
Kraus & Tan, 2015; McCoy et al., 2013; Day & Fiske, 2017, 2019; Legerwood et al., 2011).   
Even if system legitimizing beliefs are illusory, they can serve a function. For individuals 
who are currently lower in social class, believing in meritocracy provides hope that things can 
get better if they work hard enough, which in turn has positive downstream effects for mental 
and physical health (Day & Fiske, 2019, Jost & Hunyady, 2002; Kraus & Tan, 2015; McCoy et 
al., 2013). Additionally, believing that upward social mobility is possible has been linked with 
motivation and persistence in mobility relevant domains such as education, among low SES 
youth (Browman, Destin, Carswell, & Svoboda, 2017; Browman, Svoboda, & Destin, 2019; 
Oyserman et al., 2015). Likewise, believing in meritocracy and upward social mobility may also 
have benefits for individuals higher in social status: it can serve a self-protective function by 
providing assurance that their position in society was earned (Kraus & Tan, 2015; Ledgerwood 
et al., 2011). Thus, when faced with threats to the American Dream, such as a lack of upward 
social mobility, individuals may be motivated to find ways to protect their beliefs in meritocracy 
and upward social mobility. It may serve a distinct function for those lower and higher in social 
class, but in combination these processes may serve to legitimize inequality by endorsing the 
American Dream.  
Although everyone may be vulnerable to some degree to system-legitimizing processes, 
not all individuals are going to be equally motivated to protect these beliefs. Political orientation 
is a strong predictor of the extent to which individuals engage in system legitimization and 
protect the status quo. Although a majority of Americans on average believe that society is 
indeed meritocratic and just, conservatives hold these system-justifying beliefs more strongly 
than liberals (Napier & Jost, 2008; Schlenker et al., 2012). This may mean that conservatives 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            5 
 
   
 
have a greater capacity for system-protection in the face of injustice.  Consequently, as rates of 
inequality rise, liberals tend to become more distressed, whereas conservatives do not; a gap 
which may be accounted for by conservatives’ tendencies to see existing status hierarchies as 
justified (Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009; Napier & Jost, 2008). Likewise, although 
overestimating social mobility may be a general tendency across individuals, conservatives tend 
to do this to a greater extent than liberals (Davidai & Gilovich, 2015; Kraus, 2015; Kraus & Tan, 
2015). Altogether, these findings suggest that conservatives may be more motivated to protect 
beliefs in meritocracy and upward mobility than liberals.  
It appears that belief in the American Dream may persist (for some people more than 
others) because of a strong motivation to view the current system as fair and justified. Next, we 
turn to a discussion of the ways in which this motivation may manifest itself. That is, assuming 
that individuals are motivated to maintain their faith in the American Dream, how exactly do 
they achieve this. This question, specifically, is what the current dissertation seeks to address.   
How do individuals maintain faith in the American Dream? 
In the current dissertation we propose that individuals explain successful and 
unsuccessful social mobility attempts in ways that reinforce the American Dream. Generally, we 
expect that individuals will praise the hard work and talents of the successful but derogate these 
qualities among those who are unsuccessful. In the next sections we describe the research 
supporting this prediction and provide further discussion of exactly what attributions we expect 
individuals to make for success and failures.  
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Attributions for Failed Mobility Attempts. Research in several domains has suggested 
that when people are motivated to view the society they live in as fair and just, outcomes that 
threaten these beliefs may lead to victim-blaming (Furnham, 2003; Lerner, 1980; Lerner & 
Miller, 1978; Lerner & Simmons, 1966), particularly on traits that are believed to be causally 
linked to a given outcome (e.g., intelligence and social status; Kay, Jost, & Young, 2005). For 
example, Napier and colleagues (2006) suggest that although inadequate relief efforts after 
hurricane Katrina could have revealed shortcomings of the government, many individuals chose 
to blame the victims in order to protect their view of the system as fair and just. Similarly, a 
failed attempt to move up the social ladder has the potential to be viewed as a system-threatening 
outcome as it could highlight the ways in which hard work alone is not sufficient to produce 
social mobility in a society with high structural inequalities. Thus, we suggest that individuals 
may also react to instances of failed attempts to be upwardly mobile in ways that justify the 
system and maintain faith in the American Dream, namely by blaming the victim instead of the 
system. 
One way victim-blaming may manifest is in the pattern of attributions people make for 
failure; locating the reasons for failure to a greater degree in a person’s character, traits (e.g., 
competence) or actions (e.g., hard work) would be more indicative of victim-blaming than a 
tendency to look to the situation and external barriers for an explanation of failure.  Although no 
research to our knowledge has examined attributions for unsuccessful attempts to be upwardly 
mobile in social class, research on attributions for other related topics, such as poverty (Feagin, 
1972), provide insight into what we might expect to observe.  
Research examining individuals’ perceptions of the causes of poverty typically splits 
attributions into three broad categories: internal/individualistic (i.e., a lack of hard work), 
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structural/societal (i.e., no available jobs), and fatalistic (i.e., fate/bad luck; Feagin, 1972). This 
work suggests that whereas liberals are more likely to attribute poverty to external factors (both 
society and fate), conservatives tend to focus much more on internal attributions (Cozzarelli, 
Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001; Furnham, 1996; Shirazi & Biel, 2005; Zucker & Weiner, 1993). 
Zucker and Weiner (1993) suggest that these ideological differences in attributions may exist 
because conservatives are more resistant to change and external attributions for poverty involve 
acknowledging that parts of this system should be changed. Based on this research we 
hypothesize that conservatives will engage in more victim-blaming (internal attributions) for 
failure to achieve social mobility than liberals who will engage in more system-blaming (societal 
and fatalistic) attributions.  
Other group attributions. We also extend upon previous work by examining an 
additional type of attribution for failure that occurs frequently in political discourse but to our 
knowledge has not been tested empirically: other group attributions. Other group attributions 
may represent a form of zero-sum thinking in which individuals believe that the successes of one 
group of individuals makes social mobility difficult for everyone else. In political discourse both 
liberals and conservatives often use this type of rhetoric, however they focus on very different 
groups as the “culprit”: liberals often point to the wealthy, whereas conservatives often point to 
the targets of affirmative action programs. Consistent with this observation, Davidai and Ongis 
(2019) found that conservatives demonstrated this type of zero-sum thinking in cases where the 
status-quo was being challenged (by believing that social progress for one group occurred at the 
expense of another group), whereas liberals demonstrated this type of zero-sum thinking in cases 
where the status-quo was being maintained (be believing the economic progress for one group 
occurred at the expense of another group). Affirmative action programs, which provide resources 
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and opportunities to individuals based on their membership in a disadvantaged group, may be 
one critical part of equalizing success for low-income and high-income individuals in areas such 
as education (Arcidiacono, 2005; Epple, Romano, & Sieg, 2008; Howell, 2009; Walton, Spencer, 
& Erman, 2013). However, because they challenge the status-quo conservatives may believe that 
members of affirmative action beneficiary groups are taking resources away from others who are 
working hard, thus making mobility difficult for these individuals. In contrast, liberals may be 
more likely to view the successes of the wealthy and programs which benefit the wealthy (i.e. 
legacy programs which prioritize college admissions for family of wealthy alumni) as zero-sum, 
thus leading liberals to believe that those at the top of the social ladder are there at the expense of 
those at the bottom. Based on this research and theorizing, we predict that conservatives will 
make more attributions for failure which focus on affirmative action groups taking resources 
compared to liberals, who will make more attributions for failure which focus on the wealthy 
taking resources.  
Attributions for Successful Mobility Attempts. In addition to making attributions for 
failure which help maintain the American Dream, individuals may also make attributions for 
successful social mobility attempts that serve the same purpose, a phenomenon which has 
received less empirical attention. We expect that individuals will highlight effort and hard work 
as causes of social mobility success far more than societal advantages or luck, as this pattern of 
attributions is consistent with the American Dream. Thus, we expect that whereas individuals 
will derogate the efforts of an individual who is unable to successfully improve their social 
standing, they will praise the efforts of an individual who takes the exact same steps but happens 
to be successful. What is less clear initially is whether we would expect liberals and 
conservatives to differ in their attributions for success like we would for their attributions for 
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failure. We might expect that the greater system-defending tendencies of conservatives to mean 
that they make more attributions which justify the system (i.e., high internal and low societal) 
than liberals when faced with both successful and unsuccessful mobility attempts. However, we 
posit that although conservatives will display more system-justifying attributions in the failure 
condition, both liberals and conservatives will exhibit this tendency to a similar degree in the 
success condition. That is, we expect both liberals and conservatives to attribute successful social 
mobility to internal rather than external factors. The American Dream is an extremely prevalent 
ideology in American culture and instances of successful social mobility among prominent social 
figures (i.e., celebrities, politicians) frequently get shared as evidence that the dream is attainable 
with effort highlighted as the key factor in these success stories. As a result, these success stories 
may be more easily accessible to individuals than instances of social mobility failure, because 
they are emphasized far more frequently in society.  Thus, when faced with another instance of 
successful social mobility individuals may form their attributions for this outcome fairly quickly 
and with little effort, using the strong cultural message that success occurs due to hard work as a 
guide for their own explanations. However, when faced with instances of social mobility failures, 
which challenge the dominant cultural ideology, individuals may need to devote more effort to 
explaining these outcomes opening up more room for personal ideologies such as political 
orientation to play a role.   
 Self-serving bias. Attributions for successful and unsuccessful social mobility attempts 
are likely rooted in several factors. As discussed above, individuals display a general tendency to 
defend the status quo which we suggest may lead them to attributions which protect belief in the 
American Dream. This tendency is also likely associated with participants’ political orientation 
as system justification is higher among conservatives than liberals (e.g., Napier & Jost, 2008). It 
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is also possible that self-protection motives shape individuals’ attributions for successful and 
unsuccessful social mobility. Although this type of explanation is less central to the present 
work, we do discuss it briefly here and examine it for the sake of completeness. According to 
research on the self-serving bias, individuals tend to attribute their successes to internal 
characteristics such as effort, while attributing their failures to external causes, such as features 
of their environment (Bernstein, Stephan, & Davis, 1979; Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Kelley 
& Michela, 1980; Zuckerman, 1979). By contrast, individuals tend to attribute both the successes 
and failures of others to internal characteristics. Based on this, we might expect that successful 
social mobility will be attributed to internal factors more than external factors (society and fate) 
regardless of whether participants are thinking about themselves or another person, whereas 
social mobility failures will be attributed more to internal factors for others and more to external 
factors when people consider a hypothetical failure experienced by the self. Two caveats should 
be noted here. First, in the current studies we only investigate hypothetical mobility experiences, 
so people are only asked to imagine that an outcome happened to the self rather than reporting on 
an actual self-event. Second, self-serving bias has been found to extend to people’s judgments of 
others when people feel close or identified with those others (Hall & Taylor, 1976; Taylor & 
Koivumaki, 1976); it is conceivable that some participants will feel some identification with the 
other scenario, blurring the self-other distinction somewhat.   
What are the implications of maintaining faith in the American Dream?  
Policy Support. One reason that it is important to understand the different types of 
attributions people make for social mobility failure is that people’s understandings of the cause 
of mobility failure may predict their judgements of good solutions. Specifically, attributions 
(which reflect perceived causes of the problem) may be linked to policy support (support for 
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specific solutions). Evidence suggests that increasing one’s social class is not simply a matter of 
working harder as the American Dream would suggest. Levels of income inequality continue to 
rise in the United States making it increasingly difficult for those starting out in positions of 
economic disadvantage to get ahead. Poorer funding for schools in low-income neighbourhoods 
leads to less resources and support to help students excel academically, which puts individuals 
lower in social class at a disadvantage from the beginning. This suggests that for upward social 
mobility to become more attainable for individuals who start out lower in social class, change is 
needed at the societal level. Policies that reduce disparities in resources and opportunities based 
on social class, and those that provide additional support and resources to those who are most in 
need of them are one potential route to helping individuals from lower social classes get ahead 
(Grusky, Hall, & Markus, 2019).  
We expect that policy support will be predicted strongly by political orientation – there 
are some policies (e.g., that aim to address the situational barriers) that tend to be more liberal, 
and others (e.g., anti-affirmative action) that are likely to be more supported by conservatives. 
However, we propose that the extent to which liberals and conservatives support these policies 
will be predicted by the extent to which they think that society is responsible for failures to be 
upwardly mobile. Consistent with this notion, attributing poverty to internal factors such as 
laziness or a lack of motivation has been linked in past research with lower support for welfare 
programs, and other structural supports, whereas attributing poverty to societal factors is related 
to increased support (Shirazi & Biel, 2005; Weiner, Osborne, Rudolph, 2010; Zucker & Weiner, 
1993).  
 We predict that conservatives will have lower support for policies that could help reduce 
inequality and enhance social mobility opportunities (i.e., strengthening the social safety net) at 
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least in part because they attribute social mobility failure less to societal causes and more to 
internal causes. Recall that we also include external attributions about two specific outgroups: 
privileged others and affirmative action groups. Predictions about how these attributions may 
link to policy are fairly straightforward: attributions to privilege (which are expected to be higher 
among liberals) will predict greater support for policies that reduce the power of the wealthy or 
level the playing field for lower-SES people. Attributions to affirmative action as a reason for 
social mobility failure (which are expected to be higher among conservatives) will predict 
reduced support for affirmative action. It is possible that these attributions – because they are a 
type of situational attribution – may also predict other societal policies, but this is simply 
speculative. In sum, we argue that certain attributions may be related to a pattern of policy 
support that promotes equality and mobility, whereas other attributions may predict a pattern of 
policy support that (at least indirectly) perpetuates inequality.  
The Present Studies 
 Across six experimental studies we explored the antecedents and consequences of 
individuals’ attributions for both successful and unsuccessful social mobility attempts. In Studies 
1-4 we provided individuals with a hypothetical social mobility scenario and experimentally 
manipulated the outcome (success vs. failure) and the target (self vs. other) of the scenario, and 
explored how these manipulations impacted the different types of attributions elaborated above. 
Additionally, in all of these studies we examined the moderating role of political orientation in 
determining participants’ attributions. In Studies 2-4 we explored the consequences of these 
attributions in terms of policy support. In each of the first four studies we aimed to replicate our 
key findings while incrementally altering the methods across studies in an effort to address 
alternative explanations and explore possible boundary conditions of the effect.  In Studies 5 & 6 
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we focused in on social mobility failure and experimentally manipulated the types of attributions 
that participants focused on to establish a causal link between attributions and policy support.3  
Study 1 
The goal of Study 1 was to investigate attributional responses to successful and 
unsuccessful social mobility attempts. In the present study, participants were presented with a 
hypothetical scenario in which they were asked to imagine that either themselves or a fictitious 
individual was relatively low in social class and tried to increase their social class by graduating 
from college. We also manipulated whether the target of the scenario was either successful or 
unsuccessful in their attempt to be upwardly mobile. Participants then rated their perceptions of 
the target and the extent to which they believed the outcome was due to a variety of different 
factors. We provided information in all scenarios to suggest that the target had worked hard 
towards their goal of graduating college (see method section for more detail). This design 
allowed us to examine how the same behaviours (working toward a mobility goal) are interpreted 
when they result in different outcomes (successful or unsuccessful attempt at social mobility).  
To assess attributions for the outcome we included a series of items tapping into the 
extent to which individuals believed that the successful or unsuccessful mobility attempt 
occurred due to internal, societal, or fatalistic (luck) factors. We also went beyond standard 
internal/external attributions to focus on a couple of specific external (outgroup) attributions that 
may be perceived as particularly relevant to people in this context (Davidai & Ongis, 2019): the 
extent to which individuals believed that unsuccessful mobility attempts occurred because of 
affirmative action groups taking resources, or privileged groups taking resources. In addition to 
 
3 In the present dissertation we report only the findings concerning our main predictions and a few select exploratory 
analyses. Additional exploratory measures not related to the main hypotheses were included in each study, see 
appendices for all study measures and supplemental analyses where appropriate.  
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these direct attribution items, we assessed attribution indirectly as it pertained to judgments of 
the target’s dispositional qualities and situation. Participants rated perceptions of the target as 
hardworking, competent, deserving of the outcome they experienced, and the extent to which 
they received public support/assistance. The hardworking, competence, and deservingness were 
intended to capture participants’ beliefs about the internal factors which may have contributed to 
the outcome, and the public support item was intended to capture participants’ beliefs about a 
situational factor which may have contributed to the outcome. Below we list our hypotheses 
based on the theory provided in the introduction. Note that throughout the dissertation 
hypotheses are numbered such that each hypothesis has its own unique number, which is 
consistent across studies, not all hypotheses are tested in each study. See Table 1 for a summary 
of the hypotheses and whether they were supported across the studies.  
Hypothesis 1: In the success condition, participants will make more internal than societal 
or fatalistic (luck-based) attributions. 
Hypothesis 2a: In the failure condition, conservatives (compared to liberals) will make 
more internal and affirmative action group attributions and less societal, fatalistic, and 
privileged group attributions.  
Hypothesis 2b: Within the failure condition, individuals will make less internal and more 
external (societal, other-group, luck) attributions in the self condition than the other 
condition. 
Hypothesis 3a: The target will be viewed as less hardworking and competent in the failure 
condition than the success condition. 
Hypothesis 3b: Conservatives (compared to liberals) will see the target as less hardworking 
and competent, more deserving of the outcome, and as having received more public 
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assistance in the failure condition. Liberals and conservatives are not expected to differ in 
the success condition. 
Hypothesis 3c: In the failure condition, the hypothetical target will be viewed as more 
hardworking and competent in the self condition than in the other condition.  Self and other 
are not expected to differ in the success condition. 
In addition to the main goal of examining variables that predicted responses to successful 
and unsuccessful mobility attempts, we wanted to explore the relationship between our outcome 
manipulation and system justification, a belief that may serve as an indicator of the extent to 
which individuals believe in the American Dream. Based on past research we expected 
conservatives to hold stronger system justifying beliefs than liberals (e.g., Napier & Jost, 2008; 
Schlenker et al., 2012). We suspected that these beliefs may also be related to our outcome 
condition but were not exactly sure what this relationship would look like. On the one hand we 
might expect the failure condition to reveal the ways in which society is not fair and just, leading 
to lower system justification. On the other hand, if individuals are defending the system in the 
face of potential threats, we might see more system justifying beliefs in the failure condition 
compared to the success condition. Because of our uncertainty regarding the nature of the 
relationship between our outcome condition and system justification, the analyses surrounding 
this variable are treated as exploratory.  
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
All data collection occurred through TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016). 
Because we were interested in examining liberals and conservatives’ attributions, we limited 
participation to individuals who had indicated to TurkPrime, independent of the present study, in 
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a demographic survey that their political views were either “conservative,” “very conservative,” 
“liberal,” or “very liberal.” Additionally, we used the platform’s selection criteria function to 
collect data from roughly equal numbers of liberals and conservatives (325 each). To ensure that 
the recruited participants did identify as either liberal or conservative, we asked participants at 
the beginning of the study to indicate whether they were “mostly liberal,” “mostly conservative,” 
or “both equally” on most societal topics. Six hundred and fifty-one participants completed the 
survey, of this sample 289 identified as being more conservative, 328 identified as being more 
liberal, and 34 identified as being both equally on most societal topics when asked about their 
political orientation in the study. We excluded the participants who indicated that they were both 
equally on most societal topics (34 individuals), as well as participants who failed at least one of 
two attention checks (17 individuals)4, leaving a final sample of 600 participants (Mage = 39.94, 
SD = 12.78, 51.3% female, 80.5% White, 281 conservatives and 319 liberals).  Participants 
completed the study online in one session, in exchange for $1.50 USD. After providing 
demographic information, participants completed the main study manipulation and measures in 
the order presented below.  
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. For the purpose of categorizing participants as liberal or 
conservative within the study, participants were asked at the beginning of the study to indicate 
whether on average, on most societal topics they are “more conservative,” “more liberal,” or 
“both equally.” We focused only on the more liberal and more conservative participants in this 
work. 
 
4 Curran (2016) suggests that the inclusion of attention check questions is one way to identify careless and 
inattentive responders.  
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Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. Before being exposed to the hypothetical mobility 
scenario participants read a pre-amble telling them that we were interested in learning about 
individuals’ perceptions of various types of societies and that they would be exposed to one type 
of society using a hypothetical scenario. They were instructed to try to envision this society as 
clearly as possible regardless of any similarities or differences to the societies that they had lived 
in. In reality, all participants were exposed to a society where “most individuals strongly believe 
that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off.” Because the scenario was hypothetical, 
we wondered if people would approach it with different guiding assumptions about the nature of 
the society. Thus, the purpose of the pre-amble was to hold constant the kind of hypothetical 
society they envisioned (one that reflects the typical worldview of many in America).  
Participants were then provided with the hypothetical scenario. All scenarios described a 
target who started out relatively low in social class who tried to move up the social ladder by 
graduating from college. This allowed us to evaluate a scenario that was representative of the 
most common cultural beliefs in America, regardless of whether individuals personally endorsed 
them or believed the scenario to occur in America. We provided detail about the individual’s 
background growing up in a working-class family, their goal to improve their social class by 
going to college, and evidence of their hard work through high school and college; all of which 
was consistent across conditions. Two aspects of the scenario were manipulated: the target (self 
vs. other) and the outcome (success vs. failure; see Appendix A.1 for full manipulation 
materials). 
Target manipulation. In the (hypothetical) self condition participants were asked to 
“imagine that you live in this society, and based on the education, careers, and incomes of your 
parents you are considered to be ‘low in social class’ while growing up.” In the other condition 
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participants were provided with the exact same scenario but asked to imagine a fictitious 
individual named Paul.5  
Outcome manipulation. The outcome manipulation occurred in the last paragraph of the 
passage. Both passages made clear the effort exerted in work and school, starting in high school, 
to pursue the goal of a college degree. In both conditions, the target was successful at getting 
accepted to a college program. In the success condition the target received a partial scholarship 
to help with expenses but in the failure condition the target did not. As a result, a year and a half 
into the four-year program the target was adjusting well to college and able to manage their 
expenses in the success condition but had to drop out of college in the failure condition. In the 
success condition the target graduated from college after four years and found a job which paid a 
substantially higher wage than what their parents made meaning that they were now in the 
middle class. In contrast, in the failure condition, after having to drop out the target found a 
factory job which paid roughly the same wage as his parents meaning that they were still 
relatively low in social class.  
Attributions. To assess attributions participants were asked to rate the extent to which 
several factors contributed to the outcome they read about in the previous scenario6 on a scale 
from 1 (did not contribute at all) to 7 (contributed a lot). All participants rated the extent to 
which both positively and negatively worded factors contributed to the outcome they imagined. 
For example, all participants rated the extent to which “A lot of hard work” and “A lack of hard 
 
5 Because the fictitious other was always a man we thought it important test for Gender differences. Results revealed 
that by and large there were no effects of gender on our key dependent variables. Although a couple of effects 
emerged as significant, they did not change the pattern of effects reported here.  
6 Participants in the self condition received a version of the measure that asked participants to rate the extent to 
which each factor contributed to the outcome they experienced. Participants in the other condition received a version 
of the measure that asked participants to rate the extent to which each factor contributed to the outcome that Paul 
experienced. The items in both measures were identical and thus the scales were combined for analyses to allow 
comparison across target condition.  
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work” contributed to the outcome.  We thought that just using generally worded factors such as 
“hard work” would be problematic as it would be impossible to disentangle whether a low score 
meant that participants thought the target did not work hard or that they thought that the target 
did work hard but that this just did not impact the outcome.  The more specific items allowed us 
to get around this issue, but this meant that some items were really only relevant to the success 
condition and others were really only relevant to the failure condition, making comparison 
between the outcome conditions on these items less meaningful. Thus, we also had participants 
complete items assessing perceptions of the target that were more general in nature (see below) 
to compare across the outcome conditions. 
In total participants rated the contribution of sixteen factors which we grouped into eight 
categories (three relevant to the success condition and five relevant to the failure condition). The 
categories relevant to the success condition were positive internal (3-items, e.g. a lot of ambition 
and motivation; Cronbach’s α = .88), positive societal (3-items, e.g. a lot of opportunities for 
financial support; Cronbach’s α = .69), and positive fatalistic (1-item, good luck). The categories 
relevant to the failure condition were negative internal (3-items, e.g. a lack of ambition and 
motivation; Cronbach’s α = .82), negative societal (3-items e.g. too few opportunities for 
financial support; Cronbach’s α = .54)7, less deserving privileged groups (1-item, individuals 
with privilege who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources),  less deserving 
affirmative action groups (e.g. individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less 
deserving, took the majority of the resources), and negative fatalistic (1-item, bad luck).  
General Perceptions. Participants then rated the extent to which they believed that Paul 
or themselves (depending on the target condition they were assigned) was hardworking, 
 
7 We acknowledge the low reliability of this attribution subscale in the current study. The same items demonstrate 
higher reliability in the other studies within this package.  
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competent, deserving of the outcome, and received public support and/or assistance. All ratings 
were made on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely).  The first two ratings (hardworking, 
competent) reflect internal attributions and the last rating (public support) maps onto situational 
attributions. Although the third item (deservingness) could also tap into internal attributions, we 
viewed the deservingness item as distinct from hard work and competence because its meaning 
changed depending on the outcome condition (i.e., deserving success vs. deserving failure). 
Manipulation Check. Participants completed three manipulation check items. First, 
participants were asked, “In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier did you [Paul] complete 
your [his] college degree?” with response options “yes,” “no,” and “not sure.” Next, participants 
were asked, “In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier what social class did you [Paul] start 
out in?” with response options “low,” “middle,” “high,” and “not sure.” Finally, participants 
were asked “In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier what social class did you [Paul] end up 
in?” with response options “low,” “middle,” “high,” and “not sure.”8 
Exploratory Measures. After the main study measures, participants completed 
exploratory measure of system justification and past and current social class. 
 
8 There were no significant differences in perceptions of starting social class of the target based on outcome 
condition, χ2 (3) = 1.74, p = .629, which makes sense given that this aspect was not manipulated. Notably, in both 
the conditions roughly half of the participants correctly identified that the participant started out low in social class 
while roughly half indicated they were not sure, indicating less than perfect memory of this detail of the scenario. 
There was a significant difference in perceptions of ending social class of the target based on outcome condition, χ2 
(3) = 391.97, p < .001. 93.5% percent of participants in the success condition indicated correctly indicated that the 
target ended in the middle class. 47.9% of participants in the failure condition correctly identified that the target 
ended low in social class with 49.3% indicating they were not sure. This suggests the participants were aware of this 
component of the outcome manipulation particularly in the success condition. Finally, a Pearson Chi-Square 
indicated that outcome condition was significantly related to perceptions of whether or not the target completed their 
degree, χ2 (2) = 493.95, p < .001. Results indicated that 95.3% of participants in the success condition indicated that 
the target completed their degree (2% indicated no and 2.7% indicated not sure) compared to only 4.4% of 
participants in the failure condition (48.5% indicated no and 47.1% not sure). These results suggest that participants 
were aware of the manipulation of degree completion but that they may have been better at encoding success than 
failure.   
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System justification. Participants completed an 8-item measure of system justification 
(Kay & Jost, 2003), in which they rated their agreement with items such as, “Society is set up so 
that people usually get what they deserve,” on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly 
agree). Items were reverse coded when necessary and a composite was created such that higher 
scores indicated higher system justifying tendencies (Cronbach’s α = .91).  
Past and Current Social Class. Participants were asked to select the best option that 
described their social class currently, and to select the option that described their social class 
growing up. Response options were “low”, “middle”, “high”, “not sure”, and “rather not say.” 
Participants rated the extent to which they believed their social status had changed between now 
and when they were growing up on an 11-point scale from -5 (experienced a lot of downward 
mobility) to +5 (experienced a lot of upward mobility), with 0 being “stayed the same.” 
Controlling for past social class, current social class, and mobility experience does not change 
any of the results. 
Results 
 Means and standard deviations for and correlations among all key variables can be found 
in the supplemental analyses in Appendix A.2.  
Attributions for Success 
A 3 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic) X 2 (Target: self, other) X 2 (Political 
Orientation: liberal, conservative) on only participants within the success condition revealed that 
consistent with Hypothesis 1 there was a significant main effect of attribution type, F (1.75, 
522.71) = 336.67, p < .001, hp2 = .53,9 with participants making more internal attributions for 
 
9 Note that throughout the dissertation Greenhouse-Geisser correct tests are reported for repeated measures/Mixed 
ANOVAs when the assumption of sphericity was violated.   
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success (M = 6.28, SE = .05) than societal (M = 3.58, SE = .08) and fatalistic attributions (M = 
3.67, SE = .12; p’s < .001). There was no significant difference in the amount of societal or 
fatalistic explanations made for success (p = 1.00).  An unpredicted significant attribution type 
by political orientation interaction did emerge, F (1.75, 522.71) = 4.33, p = .018, hp2 = .01, (see 
Figure 1 and Table 2), but this did not qualify the predicted main effect. Consistent with our 
predictions (Hypothesis 1), liberals and conservatives both made significantly more internal 
attributions than societal and fatalistic attributions in the success condition. No other significant 
effects emerged p’s > .253.   
Attributions for Failure 
A 5 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic, privileged groups, affirmative action 
groups) X 2 (Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA 
on only participants within the failure condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution 
type, F (3.62, 1061.02) = 184.62, p < .001, hp2 = .39, however, as predicted (Hypothesis 2a), this 
was qualified by a significant type by political orientation interaction, F (3.62, 1061.02) = 20.86, 
p < .001, hp2 = .07 (see Figure 2). Simple effects analyses (see Table 2) revealed that as expected 
conservatives made significantly more internal attributions and affirmative action group 
attributions and significantly less societal, fatalistic, and privileged group attributions for failure   
than liberals.  Inconsistent with Hypothesis 2b, there was no significant target by type 
interaction, F (3.62, 1061.02) = 1.17, p = .324, hp2 = .004, nor a three-way type by target by 
political orientation interaction, F (3.62, 1061.02) = .41, p = .784, hp2 = .001. 
General Perceptions 
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A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the four general perception items. 
Hard work and Competence.  Results indicated that as expected (Hypothesis 3a) there 
was a significant main effect of outcome condition on perceptions of the target as hardworking 
and competent (see Table 4), such that the target was perceived as less hardworking and 
competent in the failure condition (Mhardwork = 6.19, SE = .05; Mcompetent = 5.76, SE = .06) 
compared to the success condition (Mhardwork= 6.62, SE = .05; Mcompetent = 6.37, SE = .06). There 
was also a significant main effect of political orientation on both variables (see Table 4). 
However, consistent with Hypothesis 3b, these main effects on hard work were qualified by a 
significant political orientation by outcome interaction (see Figure 3 and Tables 3 & 4). 
Although this overall interaction was not significant for competence, the pattern of simple effects 
outlined in Hypothesis 3b was observed (see Table 4). Whereas liberals and conservatives 
viewed the target as equally hardworking and competent in the success condition, conservatives 
viewed the target as less hardworking and competent than liberals in the failure condition. 
Contrary to Hypothesis 3c, there was no target by outcome interaction on either hard work, F (1, 
591) = .006, p = .936, hp2 = .000, nor competence, F (1, 592) = .70, p = .403, hp2 = .001. No 
other effects were significant p’s > .168.  
Deservingness. Results indicated that there was a significant main effect of outcome 
condition and political orientation on deservingness, however, consistent with Hypothesis 3b, 
these were qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction (see Figure 4 and Tables 3 
& 4). Liberals and conservatives viewed the target as equally deserving of success; however, 
conservatives viewed the target as more deserving of failure than liberals.  
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 There was an unpredicted significant target by outcome interaction, F (1, 592) = 5.08, p = 
.025, hp2 = .01. Examination of simple effects indicated that ratings of deservingness in the 
failure condition did not differ depending on whether the target was the self (M = 2.59, SE = 
.10), or a fictitious other (M = 2.38, SE = .10; p = .155), however in the success condition the 
self (M = 6.25, SE = .10) was seen as marginally less deserving than the fictitious other (M = 
6.50, SE = .10; p = .078). No other effects were significant p’s > .182.  
Public Support. Results indicated that there was a significant main effect of outcome 
condition and a marginally significant main effect of political orientation on public support, 
however, consistent with Hypothesis 3b, these effects were qualified by a significant interaction 
between outcome condition and political orientation interaction (see Figure 5 and Tables 3 & 4). 
Whereas liberals and conservatives rated the amount of support received in the success condition 
to be relatively the same, liberals viewed the target as having received less support in the failure 
condition than conservatives. No other effects were significant p’s > .085. 
Additional Exploratory Analyses 
 System Justification. A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 
(Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA revealed that consistent with past work there 
was a significant main effect of political orientation, F (1, 592) = 212.39, p < .001, hp2 = .26 on 
system justification, such that conservatives (M = 5.71, SE = .10) were higher in system 
justification than liberals (M = 3.82, SE = .09). There was also a significant main effect of target 
condition, F (1, 592) = 4.43, p = .036, hp2 = .01, such that system justification was higher in the 
self condition (M = 4.90, SE = .09) than the other condition (M = 4.63, SE = .09). Additionally, 
there was a significant effect of the outcome manipulation on system justification, F (1, 592) = 
5.65, p = .018, hp2 = .01, such that system justification was lower in the failure condition (M = 
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4.61, SE = .09) than the success condition (M = 4.92, SE = .09). Although we had no firm 
hypotheses about the effect of our outcome condition on system justification, we might have 
expected the opposite pattern of results based on system justification theory, which would suggest 
that individuals should view society as more fair and just in the face of events that may suggest 
otherwise. Finally, there was a significant target by outcome interaction, F (1, 592) = 4.55, p = 
.033, hp2 = .01. Analysis of the simple effects revealed that in system justification was higher in 
the success condition if the target of the scenario was the self (M = 5.19, SE = .13) than the 
fictitious other (M = 4.64, SE = .13), but system justification in the failure condition did not differ 
for the self (M = 4.61, SE = .13) or other (M = 4.61, SE = .13).  No other effects were significant 
p’s > .360. 
Discussion 
 Overall, our hypotheses were partially supported in the current study. Although 
considerable information was provided about the target’s economic disadvantage and hard work 
to achieve social mobility, participants viewed a target as less hardworking and competent when 
they failed to move up the social ladder than when they succeeded, suggesting a tendency to 
blame the victim for their circumstances. As expected, this tendency was stronger among 
conservatives than liberals. Furthermore, whereas political orientation had little effect on the 
types of attributions that individuals made for success, it did impact the types of attributions they 
made for failure. Conservatives attributed failure significantly more to internal factors and to 
affirmative action groups who they viewed as less deserving and taking more than their fair share 
of resources than liberals. Liberals on the other hand attributed failure more to bad luck, societal 
inequalities, and wealthy privilege compared to conservatives. The political orientation findings 
for internal, societal, and fatalistic attributions replicate the findings from past work on 
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attributions of poverty (Shirazi & Biel, 2005; Zucker & Weiner, 1993), and the affirmative 
action group and privileged group attributions extend upon this work by highlighting other 
causal factors that individuals may blame for economic disadvantage. Although conservatives 
may make fewer external attributions than liberals when it comes to society and luck or 
privileged groups, they make more external attributions when it is the role of affirmative action 
groups that is considered. This is consistent with research suggesting that the types of 
attributions that liberals and conservatives make in a specific context are shaped by the extent to 
which these inferences are consistent with their values (Morgan et al., 2010).  
The overall pattern of attributions within the failure condition that internal attributions 
were the lowest and societal attributions were the highest, is seemingly inconsistent with system 
justification theory. System justification theory would suggest that individuals should engage in 
more victim-blaming than system-blaming (i.e., make more internal than societal attributions) in 
response to social mobility failure because acknowledging societal inequalities and structural 
barriers through making societal attributions should threaten their belief that individuals can get 
ahead through hard work. There are two reasons why we believe our findings are still broadly 
consistent with a system-justifying perspective. First, when looking at the general perception 
items, we do find evidence of victim-blaming for social mobility failures, such that the target is 
viewed as less hardworking and competent after a mobility failure than success. Second, our 
findings on both the general perception items and our specific attribution items suggest that the 
conservatives, who tend to show more inclination to defend the system (Napier & Jost, 2008; 
Schlenker et al., 2012), are in fact engaging in more internal and less societal attributions than 
liberals, as system justification theory would predict.   
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We did not find support for the self-serving bias in this study as our target manipulation 
had little impact on the types of attributions that participants were making. This could be for a 
number of reasons. First, because the self scenario was hypothetical, people were well aware 
they were not responding to their own real-life circumstances. As a result, people may not have 
identified that strongly with the scenario as if it was actually the “self.” At the same time, for 
people who have experienced social mobility failure themselves, they might have identified with 
both the self and the “other” scenario, blurring the distinction between the two. Indeed, quite a 
few participants noted in the feedback section at the end of the survey that they had been in a 
situation very similar to Paul’s. In the next study we include measures to assess how much they 
could identify with the scenario to assess this question. Finally, people usually have more 
information about themselves than others (e.g., they may know how much effort they put into a 
goal whether failed or successful) and be unaware of that behind-the-scenes effort in others. The 
scenarios used in this study were extremely detailed in order to hold as much information 
constant as possible. Because of this difference, individuals were provided with far more 
information than they would typically have about another person when forming attributions 
about their behaviour. As a result, this paradigm may not be ideally suited to detect self-other 
effects. It is possible, however, that more of a self-other difference would emerge if the scenario 
were altered to make it less clear that the target worked hard, providing participants with “more 
room” to make internal attributions. We test this possibility in Studies 3 and 4 by increasing the 
scenario ambiguity.  
Finally, we attempted to make the information provided in the success and failure as 
similar as possible to allow us to examine how the same information about an individual may be 
interpreted quite differently depending on whether their efforts are ultimately successful or 
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unsuccessful. However, the information provided in the hypothetical scenario was not exactly 
identical across conditions which raises the possibility that differences between the conditions, 
other than our outcome manipulation, contributed to the results.  Specifically, in the present 
study, the target received a partial scholarship only in the success condition – and people could 
reasonably infer from the scholarship that the target was more competent, received more public 
support, or even that they were more hardworking. We believe that this difference reflects a real 
world scenario where equal amounts of effort lead to different outcomes due to one small luck-
based boost received by some but not others. However, we also see value in ruling out possible 
alternative explanations by eliminating any differences between the stories of the successful and 
failed target.  Thus, whereas in Study 2, we use a scenario identical to the one used here to 
replicate our findings and extend them to policy support, in Study 3 we present participants with 
identical scenarios.  
Study 2 
 In Study 2, we ran a pre-registered replication of Study 1 (see Table 1 for a summary of 
hypotheses 1-3c).10 Given that we did not find evidence of a self/other difference in Study 1 we 
added additional measures assessing the relevance of the scenario to participants’ real lives to 
further probe the effectiveness of this manipulation. Finally, we aimed to extend upon Study 1 by 
examining the links between attributions and policy support (Hypotheses 4 & 5; new to the 
present study).  
Generally, we expected that attributions for social mobility failure would predict policy 
preferences. Attributions reflect the presumed cause of the problem; policy preferences represent 
 
10 Due to an oversight hypotheses 3a and 3b were pre-registered only about hard work, instead of about both hard 
work and competence as was predicted in Study 1, however we continue to test both to remain consistent across 
studies. Additionally, hypotheses concerning self/other differences we not pre-registered due to their non-
significance in Study 1, however we continued to test these predictions to examine whether the various 
methodological tweaks made in subsequent studies lead self/other differences to emerge more consistently.  
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proposed solutions. Attributions can be understood as individuals’ diagnosis of a problem and 
policy preferences are the perceived cures. More specifically, we predicted that individuals who 
attributed social mobility failure to a particular cause would in turn have higher support for 
policies which target this cause (see Figure 6 for a summary of the proposed links between 
attributions and policy support). Past work on attributions of poverty (e.g., Zucker & Weiner, 
1993) suggests that greater societal attributions are associated with greater support for policies 
which seek to revise the social system whereas greater internal attributions are related to lower 
support for these same policies (because the extent that the individual is to blame for their own 
outcomes, the system need not change to accommodate them). We expect to replicate these 
patterns in the context of attributions for unsuccessful social mobility: we predicted that 
individual attributions for social mobility failure would predict lower support for societal policies 
addressing unequal mobility and that societal attributions would predict more support for societal 
policies (such as free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds, increasing the social 
safety net). Further, we suspected that greater societal attributions for mobility failure would also 
bolster support for affirmative action programs as routes through which structural inequalities 
can be reduced. In addition to typical “general” external attributions (i.e., societal attributions), 
we also included external attributions focused on blaming specific outgroups (I.e., the wealthy, 
and affirmative action beneficiaries). We predicted that these specific outgroup attributions 
would directly predict policies specifically targeting those outgroups. We expected that viewing 
wealthy privilege as a contributing factor to social mobility failure would predict support for 
policies that seek to reduce wealthy privilege either directly by closing programs which 
advantage the wealthy, or more indirectly by bolstering affirmative action programs which 
provide resources to economically disadvantaged individuals. In contrast, we suspected that 
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viewing affirmative action programs as a source of mobility failure (for non-beneficiaries) would 
be associated with reduced support for these programs, particularly for affirmative action based 
on race, as we expected these types of programs to more closely resemble what individuals were 
thinking about when they made their attributions regarding affirmative action groups. Because 
we anticipated both attributions for failure and policy support to depend on political orientation, 
we predicted that attributions would mediate the association between politics and policy support 
in the failure condition. Because we did not expect political orientation to predict attributions for 
success,  we did not predict that mediation would occur in the success condition. It is important 
to note however, that the possible mediations in the success conditions were not entirely parallel 
to those in the failure condition; models which contained an other-group attribution were not 
tested as these attributions were not relevant as explanations of success. See below for a formal 
list of the new hypotheses added to Study 2 (see Table 1 for a summary of hypotheses 1-3c and 
see Figure 6 for a visual representation of the relationships between attributions and policy 
support).  
Hypothesis 4a: Conservatives will be less likely than liberals to support policies to reduce 
structural barriers, reduce wealthy privilege, and increase affirmative action and more 
likely to support stricter immigration.  
Hypothesis 4b: Political orientation differences in policy support predicted in Hypothesis 
4a may be amplified in the failure condition compared to the success condition. 
Hypothesis 5a: Internal and societal attributions will mediate the relation between political 
orientation and support for policies to reduce structural barriers in the failure condition but 
not the success condition.  
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Hypothesis 5b: Privileged group attributions will mediate the relation between political 
orientation and support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege in the failure condition. 
Hypothesis 5c: Privileged group and societal attributions will mediate the relation between 
political orientation and support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social 
class in the failure condition. 11 
Hypothesis 5d: Affirmative action group and societal attributions will mediate the relation 
between political orientation and support for policies to increase affirmative action based 
on race in the failure condition.12 
   
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
The current study was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework, 
https://osf.io/f8bt9/?view_only=f32132b3490b4988a622c15cb88746d8. All data collection 
occurred through TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016) and we used the 
platform’s selection criteria function to collect data from roughly equal numbers of liberals and 
conservatives (aiming for 325 each based on their responses to pre-screening surveys).  To 
 
11 The hypotheses surrounding support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class were only 
pre-registered with respect to societal attributions as the mediator, however upon further reflection after the pre-
registration we realized that both societal and privileged group attributions should predict support for policy type, 
thus we test both as mediators but not that due to this discrepancy with the preregistration results should be 
interpreted with caution.  
12 We also pre-registered a mediation hypothesis with respect to stricter immigration laws, “…that in the failure 
condition (but not the success condition), conservatives (vs. liberals) would be more likely to support stricter 
immigration laws at least in part because they made more affirmative action group attributions for failure.” Upon 
further reflection after the pre-registration was submitted we realized that the groups that come to mind when 
individuals think about affirmative action may not be the same groups that come to mind when individuals think of 
immigration. Thus, the model we initially proposed may not be the best test of the processes we are interested in. 
Instead it may make more sense to examine the link between affirmative action attributions for failure and support 
for policies to increase affirmative action, which is what we test instead of the pre-registered model. Analyses 
testing our initial prediction with stricter immigration laws can be found in the supplemental materials in Appendix 
B.2. 
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ensure that the recruited participants did identify as either liberal or conservative, we asked 
participants at the beginning of the study to indicate whether they were “mostly liberal,” “mostly 
conservative,” or “both equally” on most societal topics. Six hundred and fifty-two participants 
completed the survey, of this sample 286 identified as being more conservative, 342 identified as 
being more liberal, and 22 identified as being both equally on most societal topics when asked 
about their political orientation in the study. We excluded the participants who indicated that 
they were both equally on most societal topics (22 individuals), as well as participants who failed 
at least one of two attention checks (20 individuals), or who indicated that their data should not 
be used due to a lack of attention while completing the survey (2 individuals), leaving a final 
sample of 608 participants (Mage = 39.46, SD = 12.39, 53.0% female, 79.9% White, 280 
conservatives and 328 liberals).  Participants completed the study online in one session, in 
exchange for $1.50 USD. After providing demographic information, participants completed the 
main study manipulation and measures in the order presented below.  
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. Political orientation was measured using the same item as in Study 
1.  
Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. We used the same hypothetical scenarios as in Study 1. 
Attributions. Participants completed the same attribution measure as in Study 1. 
Composites were created representing the following attribution types: positive internal (3-items; 
Cronbach’s α = .94), positive societal (3-items; Cronbach’s α = .71), negative internal (3-items; 
Cronbach’s α = .84), and negative societal (3-items; Cronbach’s α = .78). The four other 
categories were represented by one-item each: less deserving privileged groups, less deserving 
affirmative action groups, negative fatalistic, and positive fatalistic. 
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General Perceptions. General perceptions of the target (i.e., competence, deservingness, 
etc.) were measured using the same items as in Study 1.   
Policy Support. Participants then rated the extent to which they supported 11 different 
policies on a scale from 1 (I do not support this policy at all) to 10 (I completely support this 
policy). Items were created with the goal of tapping into five different policy types: policies to 
reduce structural barriers (4 items, e.g., “Introducing free tuition for individuals from low income 
backgrounds”, Cronbach’s α = .89), policies designed to reduce wealthy privilege (2-items, e.g., 
“Closing ‘legacy programs’ which are college admission criteria that prioritize admission to 
family members of wealthy alumni”, Cronbach’s α = .61), policies designed to increase 
affirmative action based on social class (2-items, e.g., “Introducing college admissions criteria, 
that prioritize admissions to individuals from lower socioeconomic classes”, Cronbach’s α = 
.69), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on race (single item, “Introducing 
college admissions criteria that prioritize admissions to individuals from minority racial and 
ethnic groups”), and stricter immigration laws (2-items, e.g., “Implementing stricter immigration 
laws to prevent individuals from other countries taking resources and jobs away from 
Americans”, Cronbach’s α = .77). 
Manipulation Check. Participants completed the same three manipulation check items 
as in Study 1.13 
 
13 There were no significant differences in perceptions of starting social class of the target based on outcome 
condition, χ2 (2) = 5.30, p = .071. As in Study 1, in both the conditions roughly half of the participants correctly 
identified that the participant started out low in social class while roughly half stated that they were not sure. There 
was a significant difference in perceptions of ending social class of the target based on outcome condition, χ2 (3) = 
385.98, p < .001. Similar to Study 1, 92.1% percent of participants in the success condition correctly indicated that 
the target ended in the middle class. 54% of participants in the failure condition correctly identified that the target 
ended low in social class with 44.3% saying they were not sure. Finally, a Pearson Chi-Square suggested that 
outcome condition was significantly related to perceptions of whether or not the target completed their degree, χ2 (2) 
= 535.06, p < .001. Results demonstrated that 96.6% of participants in the success condition indicated that the target 
completed their degree (2.4% selected no and 2% were not sure) compared to only 2.3% of participants in the failure 
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Exploratory Measures. After the main study measures participants completed measures 
assessing system justification, and relevance of the hypothetical scenario for exploratory 
purposes. 
System justification. Participants completed the same measure of system justification as 
in Study 1. Items were reverse coded when necessary and a composite was created such that 
higher scores indicated higher system justifying tendencies (Cronbach’s α = .91).  
Identification with scenario. Participants completed three additional items probing the 
extent to which they were able to identify with the experiences described in the scenario. 
Participants rated, how easy it was for them to imagine themselves/Paul in the scenario, how 
strongly they identified with experiences in the scenario, and the extent to which the scenario 
was self-relevant. All ratings were made on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). 
These three items were aggregated to create a composite (Cronbach’s α = .78).  
 Past and Current Social Class. Past and current social class and past mobility 
experiences were assessed using the same items as in Study 1. Controlling for these variables 
does not change any of the results. 
Results 
Means and standard deviations for and correlations among all key variables can be found 
in the supplemental analyses in Appendix B.2.  
Attributions for Success 
 Consistent with Hypothesis 1, a 3 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic) X 2 
(Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA on only 
participants within the success condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution type, F 
 
condition (53.8% indicated no and 43.9% not sure). These results suggest that participants were aware of the 
manipulation of degree completion but that they may have been better at encoding success than failure.   
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(1.75, 518.19) = 325.42, p < .001, hp2 = .52, wherein participants made more internal attributions 
for success (M = 6.15, SE = .06) than societal (M = 3.60, SE = .08) and fatalistic attributions (M 
= 3.52, SE = .11; p’s < .001). There was no significant difference in the amount of societal or 
fatalistic explanations made for success (p = 1.00).  
As in Study 1 a significant unpredicted attribution type by political orientation interaction 
did emerge (see Table 2), F (1.75, 518.19) = 6.11, p = .004, hp2 = .02, but this did not qualify the 
predicted main effect. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, both liberals and conservatives made 
significantly more internal attributions than both societal and fatalistic attributions for success. 
No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .639).  
Attributions for Failure 
As in Study 1, a 5 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic, privileged groups, 
affirmative action groups) X 2 (Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, 
conservative) Mixed ANOVA on only participants in the failure condition revealed a significant 
main effect of attribution type, F (3.70, 1121.20) = 180.05, p < .001, hp2 = .37. However, as 
expected (Hypothesis 2a), this was qualified by a significant type by political orientation 
interaction (see Table 2), F (3.70, 1121.20) = 34.13, p < .001, hp2 = .10. As expected, 
conservatives made significantly more internal attributions and affirmative action group 
attributions and significantly less societal, fatalistic, and privileged group attributions for failure 
than liberals. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .179) suggesting that as in Study 1 no 
support for self-other differences in attributions for failure (Hypotheses 2b) was found.  
General Perceptions 
A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the four general perception items. 
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Hard Work and Competence. Results (see Tables 3 & 5) revealed that as expected 
(Hypothesis 3a), the target was viewed as less hardworking and competent in the failure 
condition than the success condition. There was also a significant main effect of political 
orientation on hard work and competence. Consistent with Hypothesis 3b, these main effects 
were qualified by a significant outcome by political orientation interaction, conservatives rated 
the target as less hardworking and competent than liberals in the failure condition but not the 
success condition. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .120), suggesting that as in Study 
1, no self-other differences in perceptions of hard work and competence (Hypothesis 3c) were 
observed.  
Deservingness. Results (see Tables 3 & 5) revealed that there was a significant main 
effect of outcome and political orientation on deservingness, however consistent with Hypothesis 
3b these effects were qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction such that 
liberals and conservatives viewed the target as equally deserving of the outcome they 
experienced in the success condition, but conservatives viewed the target as significantly more 
deserving of the outcome they experienced in the failure condition than liberals.  
 There was also an unexpected significant target by outcome interaction, F (1, 598) = 
16.83, p < .001, hp2 = .03. Simple effects indicated that in the success condition, the self  (M = 
6.15, SE = .11), was rated as significantly less deserving of the outcome than the fictitious other 
(M = 6.50, SE = .10; p = .017) but in the failure condition, the self (M = 2.75, SE = .10), was 
rated as significantly more deserving of the outcome than the fictitious (M = 2.26, SE = .11; p = 
.001). No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .249). 
Public Support. Results (see Tables 3 & 5) indicated that there was a significant main 
effect of outcome condition and political orientation on perceptions of public support.  Although 
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the overall interaction between outcome and political orientation was not significant, the pattern 
of simple effects proposed in Hypothesis 3b was observed.  Whereas liberals and conservatives 
rated the amount of support received in the success condition to be relatively the same, liberals 
viewed the target as having received less support in the failure condition than conservatives, 
suggesting stronger system blaming among liberals. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > 
.200). 
Policy Support 
A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the five policy types. Mediation models were 
tested when hypothesized. 
 Policies to Reduce Structural Barriers. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), there was 
significant main effect of political orientation, F (1, 600) = 408.03, p < .001, hp2 = .41, with 
liberals (M = 8.53, SE = .011) supporting policies to reduce structural barriers more than 
conservatives (M = 5.25, SE = .12). However, contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 4b), this 
was not qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction, F (1, 600) = .64, p = .423, 
hp2 = .001. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .182). 
 Results of a simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political 
orientation (liberal = 0, conservative = 1) as the predictor, negative societal attributions as the 
mediator, and support for policies to reduce structural barriers as the outcome (see Figure 7) 
indicated that as expected (Hypothesis 5a), there was a significant indirect effect of political 
orientation on support for policies to reduce structural barriers through societal attributions 
within the failure condition. Conservatives made significantly less societal attributions for failure 
than liberals which in turn predicted lowered support for policies to reduce structural barriers. A 
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separate model within the success condition, using positive societal attributions as the mediator 
revealed that there was not a significant indirect effect in that condition (see Figure 6).  
Results of a simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political orientation 
(liberal = 0, conservative = 1) as the predictor, negative internal attributions as the mediator, and 
support for policies to reduce structural barriers as the outcome (see Table 6) indicated that as 
expected (Hypothesis 5a), there was also a significant indirect effect of political orientation on 
support for policies to reduce structural barriers through internal attributions within the failure 
condition. Conservatives made significantly more internal attributions than liberals, which in 
turn predicted reduced support for policies to reduce structural barriers. A separate model within 
the success condition, using positive internal attributions as the mediator revealed that there was 
not a significant indirect effect in that condition (see Table 6).  
Policies to Reduce Wealthy Privilege. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), liberals (M = 7.67, 
SE = .13) supported policies to reduce wealthy privilege more than conservatives (M = 6.52, SE 
= .15), main effect F(1, 600) = 33.38, p < .001, hp2 = .05. However, contrary to our predictions 
(Hypothesis 4b), this was not qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction, F (1, 
600) = .15, p = .703, hp2 = .000. An unexpected target by political orientation interaction 
emerged, F (1, 600) = .4.92, p = .027, hp2 = .01. Liberals were equally supportive of policies to 
reduce wealthy privilege in the self (M  = 7.75, SE = .19)  and other conditions (M  = 7.59, SE = 
.19; p = .563), whereas conservatives rated support higher in the other condition (M  = 6.89, SE = 
.21) than the self condition (M  = 6.16, SE = .21; p = .014). No other significant effects emerged 
(p’s > .117). 
A simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political orientation as the 
predictor, privileged groups attributions as the mediator and support for policies to reduce 
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wealthy privilege as the outcome revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 5b), there was a 
significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies to reduce wealthy 
privilege through privileged group attributions within the failure condition, ab = -.11, 95% 
BootCI [-.24, -.01]. Within the failure condition conservatives made less privileged attributions 
than liberals, a = -.67, p = .003, 95% CI [-1.11, -.23], which in turn predicted lowered support for 
policies to reduce wealthy privilege, b = .16, p = .019, 95% CI [.03, .30]. Together political 
orientation and privileged group attributions explained roughly 7% of the variance in support for 
policies to reduce wealthy privilege within the failure condition. A parallel model was not 
conducted in the success condition as privileged group attributions were less applicable as an 
explanation of success than failure. 
Stricter Immigration Policies. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main effect of 
political orientation, F (1, 600) = 450.97, p < .001, hp2 = .43 revealed that conservatives (M  = 
7.67, SE = .14) supported stricter immigration laws more than liberals (M  = 3.72, SE = .13). 
However, contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 4b), this was not qualified by an outcome by 
political orientation interaction, F (1, 600) = .01, p = .932, hp2 = .000. No other significant 
effects emerged (p’s > .223). 
Policies to Increase Affirmative Action. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), there was a 
significant main a main effect of political orientation on support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class, F (1, 600) = 125.35, p < .001, hp2 = .17, and affirmative 
action based on race, F (1, 600) = 218.44, p < .001, hp2 = .27; support was higher amongst 
liberals (Mclass  = 6.77, SE = .13; Mrace = 6.70, SE = .14) than conservatives (Mclass = 4.58, SE = 
.15 Mrace = 3.54, SE = .16). However, contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 4b), these amin 
effects were not qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction, Fclass (1, 600) = .24, 
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p = .625, hp2 = .000, Frace (1, 600) = .000, p = .989, hp2 = .000. No other significant effects 
emerged (p’s > .352). 
Results of a simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political 
orientation as the predictor, societal attributions as the mediator and support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on social class as the outcome (see Table 7) revealed that as 
expected (Hypothesis 5c), there was a significant indirect effect of political orientation on 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class through societal 
attributions within the failure condition. Within the failure condition conservatives made less 
societal attributions than liberals which in turn predicted lowered support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class A separate model within the success condition, using 
positive societal attributions as the mediator revealed a small unexpected indirect effect in the 
opposite direction (see Table 7).  
A simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political orientation as the 
predictor, privileged group attributions as the mediator and support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class as the outcome revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 
5c), there was also a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on social class through privileged group attributions within the 
failure condition, ab = -.19, 95% BootCI [-.37, -.05]. Within the failure condition conservatives 
made less privileged group attributions than liberals, a = -.67, p = .003, 95% CI [-1.11, -.23], 
which in turn predicted lowered support for policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class, b = .28, p < .001, 95% CI [.15, .42]. Together political orientation and privileged 
group attributions explained roughly 23% of the variance in support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class. A parallel model was not conducted in the success 
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condition as privileged group attributions were less applicable as an explanation of success than 
failure. 
Results of a simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political 
orientation as the predictor, societal attributions as the mediator and support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on race as the outcome (see Table 8) revealed that as expected 
(Hypothesis 5d), there was a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on race through societal attributions within the 
failure condition. Within the failure condition conservatives made less societal attributions than 
liberals which in turn predicted lowered support for policies to increase affirmative action based 
on race. A separate model within the success condition, using positive societal attributions as the 
mediator revealed a small unexpected indirect effect in the opposite direction (see Table 8).  
Finally, a simple mediation model within the failure condition, with political orientation 
as the predictor, affirmative action group attributions as the mediator and support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on race as the outcome revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 
5d), there was also a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on race through affirmative action group attributions within the 
failure condition, ab = -.28, 95% BootCI [-.55, -.06]. Within the failure condition conservatives 
made more affirmative action group attributions than liberals, a = 1.18, p < .001, 95% CI [.81, 
1.56], which in turn predicted lowered support for policies to increase affirmative action based 
on race, b = -.24, p = .008, 95% CI [-.41, -.06]. Together political orientation and affirmative 
action group attributions explained roughly 29% of the variance in support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on race. A parallel model was not conducted in the success 
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condition as affirmative action group attributions were less applicable as an explanation of 
success than failure. 
Additional Exploratory Analyses 
 System Justification. Consistent with Study 1, there was a significant main effect of 
political orientation, F (1, 600) = 233.96, p < .001, hp2 = .28, such that conservatives (M = 5.58, 
SE = .10) were higher in system justification than liberals (M = 3.57, SE = .09). There was an 
unexpected significant target by outcome interaction, F (1, 600) = 3.88, p = .049, hp2 = .01, which 
was not found in Study 1. Simple effects indicated that whereas for the self, system justification 
did not differ between the success (M = 4.57, SE = .14) and failure condition, (M = 4.64, SE = .12; 
p = .732), for the fictitious other, system justification was higher in the success condition (M = 
4.77, SE = .13) than the failure condition, (M = 4.32, SE = .14; p = .016. No other effects were 
significant, p’s > .129.  
 Identification with Scenario. A One-sample t-tests indicated that the composite 
identification score was significantly above the mid-point of 4 in both the self condition (M = 
5.23, SD = 1.37), t(308) = 16.55, p < .001, and other condition (M = 5.31, SD = 1.18), t(298) = 
19.14, p < .001.14 These findings suggest that people on average felt connected to the scenario 
and that they felt equally connected when the scenario focused on a fictitious other as when it 
focused on the self. To explore whether our target manipulation was having an effect on the 
extent to which individuals felt connected to the scenario, we conducted a 2 (Outcome; success, 
failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA on the 
identification composite score. Results indicated that identification with the scenario did not 
 
14 Means and Standard deviations for the individual items broken down by condition can be found in the 
supplemental analyses in Appendix B.2.  
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            43 
 
   
 
differ significantly between the self and other condition, F (1, 600) = .30, p = .587, hp2 = .000, 
nor did it differ significantly depending on the outcome condition, political orientation, or the 
interaction between any of these variables p’s > .071.  
Discussion 
 By and large the current study replicated the findings for Study 1. On average, although 
the target was depicted as being equally hardworking and taking all the same steps to achieve 
social mobility, when the scenario ended in failure, participants viewed the target as less 
hardworking and competent than when the scenario ended with success. This attribution shift is 
consistent with the notion of victim-blaming for failures to achieve social mobility. The very 
same efforts were seen to reflect lower competence and hard work when efforts resulted in 
failure rather than success. The caveat to this is that the success and failure conditions did differ 
in one detail: in the success (but not the failure) condition the target received a partial 
scholarship. This small difference likely reflects the real world, where the presence or absence of 
a scholarship may make the difference between two similarly competent and hardworking 
students being able to afford college or not. However, it is also plausible that a respondent might 
conclude that a scholarship signals more competence, and that therefore the attribution 
differences that differed by success vs failure condition could simply be due to the mention of 
the scholarship.  In Study 3, we address this limitation by indicating that the target received a 
partial scholarship in both the success and failure condition, making them exactly identical 
except for the outcome.  
Although on average participants reported different attributions depending on whether the 
target succeeded or failed, we also found, as predicted, that in the failure condition, victim-
blaming tendencies were stronger among conservatives than liberals.  With respect to our more 
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specific attribution items, we again found that success was largely attributed to internal factors 
with only small differences based on political orientation. In contrast, societal attributions were 
dominant in the failure condition, but political orientation played an important moderating role in 
determining the strength of each type of attribution. As expected, conservatives made more 
internal and affirmative action groups attributions and fewer societal and privileged group 
attributions than liberals.  
We wondered if the large amount of societal attributions that we observed in the failure 
condition was because we made it very clear in the hypothetical scenario that the target worked 
hard and invested effort towards achieving upward mobility despite steep financial barriers, 
leaving little room for internal attributions to lack of effort. To rule out this possibility, we 
modified the hypothetical scenario in Study 3 to try to introduce ambiguity surrounding the 
target’s efforts, specifically in terms of how well they managed their money and how well they 
managed their time. Although we expected to continue to replicate the patterns observed in the 
first two studies, we suspected that this ambiguity could lead to an increase in the amount of 
internal attributions for failure made by participants. Additionally, we noted that in the first two 
studies the effects of the outcome condition on perceptions of the target as hardworking and 
competent were quite small which we believed could be due to a possible ceiling effect; ratings 
of these variables were very high in both the success and failure conditions. We hoped that 
introducing ambiguity into the hypothetical scenario would also enhance the strength of these 
effects, but we also decided to change these items from a 7-point scale to a 10-point scale to 
allow for more variability in responding. 
 Study 2 not only replicated Study 1 but extended it by illuminating the important links 
between attributions for social mobility failure and policy support. Political orientation is a 
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powerful chronic predictor of policy preferences; we did not find support for the prediction that 
exposure to social mobility failure might exacerbate political differences in policy support. 
However, we did find support for the mediating role of attributions for failure in the relationship 
between political orientation and policy support. Conservatives (vs. liberals) were less likely to 
acknowledge the societal causes of social mobility failure but more likely to highlight internal 
causes; this tendency to attribute the cause of failure to the target’s own actions and qualities 
(instead of systemic barriers) in turn predicted lower support for societal policies that could 
actually help mitigate existing inequalities. Additionally, conservatives’ lower emphasis on 
societal causes of social mobility failure may help to explain their lowered support for 
affirmative action based on race and social class compared to liberals. Overall, this study 
suggests that the types of policies that individuals are willing to support in the face of social 
mobility failure is predicted by their beliefs about the root causes of the failure. Because this was 
the first time that policy support was included, we sought to replicate these findings in our third 
study.  
 Finally, as in Study 1, our target (self/other) manipulation had little effect on attributions, 
and also had little to no effect on policy support. In Study 2 we evaluated their experience with 
these scenarios and found that identification with the scenario did not differ depending on 
whether participants were asked to think about the self or a fictitious other. Further, identification 
with the scenario was significantly above the midpoint in both the self and other conditions 
which suggests that people were identifying reasonably highly with both (self and other) targets. 
Although based on this information, a case could be made for dropping this target manipulation 
(or at least modifying it to elicit a more genuine self experience), we opted to keep this 
manipulation unchanged for the next study because we thought that making the situation more 
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ambiguous (with more ways to interpret the scenario as consistent with internal attributions for 
failure) may increase the chances of finding effects consistent with the self-serving bias. We 
chose not to alter the target manipulation at this stage to allow better comparison with the first 
two studies.  
Study 3 
 In the preceding two studies it is possible that one reason why we found a lot of societal 
attributions for failure is that we made it quite clear in the hypothetical scenario that the 
individual worked very hard, making internal attributions less plausible and societal factors 
appear to be a more likely cause. Thus, in Study 3 we examined the possibility by increasing the 
ambiguity of the hypothetical scenario, introducing some uncertainty regarding the extent to 
which the individual was doing all they could to succeed (potentially making the internal 
attribution more likely to vary than in past studies). For example, we introduced doubt with 
regard to whether the target was able to successfully prioritize saving for and spending on 
college over leisure spending, and the extent to which the individual was able to successfully 
prioritize working and school over leisure and social activities. Note that we did not want to go 
too far in the opposite direction and make it appear as though the individual did not work hard at 
all (making internal attributions seem too highly plausible), and thus we opted to work in 
statements that reflect almost everyone’s real experience (occasionally waning academic 
motivation, competing spending temptations).  
Although these imperfections in the target’s drive and self-discipline were also present in 
the success condition, we thought participants might latch on to them particularly in the failure 
condition. For example, the fact that the target spent the same small portion of their earnings on 
leisure activities may be viewed as perfectly reasonable if they were successfully able to improve 
their lot in life, but it may be viewed as a lack of effective money management if the individual 
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failed; occasional socializing could be deemed normal and warranted in the success scenario but 
irresponsible in the failure scenario. To capture these ideas, we added two new items that 
assessed the extent to which participants believed the target effectively managed their time and 
money. We suspected that the target would be viewed as less effective at managing their money 
and their time in the failure condition than the success condition, with this tendency stronger 
among conservatives than liberals. Ambiguity about the extent to which the individual was able 
to manage their time and money may also inform perceptions of the target as hard working or 
competent by reducing the clarity of the internal attribution. 
With respect to the more specific attribution items, it was possible that making the 
scenario more ambiguous could lead to more internal and fewer societal attributions in the failure 
condition relative to the previous two studies. However, we suspected that our findings in the 
first two studies were not simply due to the large amount of internal information (e.g., hard work, 
etc.) provided in the hypothetical scenario. Thus, we decided to speculatively retain our 
hypotheses from Study 2 regarding attributions (Hypotheses 1-3)15 while acknowledging that it 
was possible that increasing the ambiguity of the scenario could change the pattern of results 
obtained or attenuate the difference between internal and situational attributions (which was 
fairly large in past studies).  Regardless of the exact nature of the overall pattern of attributions 
within the failure condition, we still expected conservatives to make more internal and 
affirmative action group attributions and less societal, fatalistic, and privileged group attributions 
for failure compared to liberals. Additionally, we did not expect the pattern of attributions to 
change within the success condition.  We also expected to replicate the finding regarding 
 
15 Note that hypothesis 3b did not include public assistance in the pre-registration for the current study due to an 
oversight. 
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political orientation, attributions and policy support (Hypotheses 4 & 5; see Table 1 for a 
summary of all hypotheses).16 See below for a list of the hypotheses new to Study 3.  
Hypothesis 6a: The target will be viewed as less effective at managing their money and 
time in the failure condition than the success condition. 
Hypothesis 6b: Conservatives will view the target as less effective at managing their money 
and time than liberals in the failure condition, but not the success condition.  
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
The current study was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework, 
https://osf.io/2c8uq/?view_only=5b3bb36eeeb345a4af5be2b9f0c4cf0a. All data collection 
occurred through TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016) and we used the 
platform’s selection criteria function to collect data from roughly equal numbers of liberals and 
conservatives. To ensure that the recruited participants did identify as either liberal or 
conservative, we asked participants at the beginning of the study to indicate whether they were 
“mostly liberal,” “mostly conservative,” or “both equally” on most societal topics.  A power 
analysis was conducted in R using the WebPower package. Results indicated that we would need 
roughly 650 participants to detect our effects with a power of .80, assuming small to moderate 
effect size (f = .17), with a non-sphericity correction of .925 (based on the previous two studies). 
Because in the previous studies we had to exclude some participants because they indicated that 
they were equally liberal and conservative on most societal topics, we collected data from a 
larger number of participants to try to have a sample of roughly 650 after exclusions. Seven 
hundred and twenty-five participants completed the survey, of this sample 341 identified as 
 
16 As in Study 2 we also pre-registered a hypothesis with respect to stricter immigration. Analyses testing our 
prediction with stricter immigration laws can be found in the supplemental materials in Appendix C.2.   
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being more conservative, 352 identified as being more liberal, 48 identified as being both equally 
on most societal topics, and 2 did not provide a political orientation in the study. We excluded 
the participants who indicated that they were both equally on most societal topics (48 
individuals) or who did not provide their political orientation (2 individuals), as well as 
participants who failed at least one of two attention checks (12 individuals), or indicated that 
their data should not be used due to a lack of attention while completing the survey (2 
individuals), leaving a final sample of 661 participants (Mage = 39.37, SD = 13.46, 56.3% female, 
82.4% White, 322 conservatives and 339 liberals).  Participants completed the study online in 
one session, in exchange for $1.50 USD. After providing demographic information, participants 
completed the main study manipulation and measures in the order presented below. 
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. Political orientation was measured using the same item as in 
Studies 1 and 2.  
Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. Social mobility scenarios were very similar to past 
studies, with the following changes. First, to simplify the scenario, we eliminated the preamble 
about the hypothetical society. Although we wanted to hold constant the society in the first two 
studies, it is conceivable that people’s attributions were affected by this preamble, thus it was 
removed allowing people to imagine the scenario with their own societal assumptions.  
Second, minor changes were made in an attempt to add ambiguity with respect to the 
target’s efforts. The wording of the scenario in the first two studies was chosen to convey quite 
strongly that the individual was working and saving as much money as possible both during high 
school and college. In the present study, the wording was altered to be more moderate, 
highlighting the ways in which the individual worked and studied but sometimes had difficulty 
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balancing their time or managing their money. Although it is normal and understandable for 
anyone to include at least some social activity in their priorities, we thought it may be seen as a 
mark against the target more in the failure than success condition. We also emphasized in both 
conditions that the target was having a difficult time paying for college due to rising fees, and 
that their grades were suffering as a result of needing to divide their time and efforts between 
work, social activities, and school. Although these challenges could be attributed to societal 
factors (economic barriers) contributing to the target’s failure, we suspected that they could also 
be interpreted as the target’s ill-advised choices. Finally, the scenario was modified such that the 
target received a partial scholarship in both the success and failure condition. This change was 
made to equalize the amount of societal support that the target received and to address the 
possibility that the target was perceived as more competent in the success condition than the 
failure condition in our previous studies because they received a scholarship in the former but 
not the latter.  
Attributions. Participants rated the extent to which both positively and negatively 
worded factors contributed to the outcome using the same measure as in Studies 1 and 2, except 
that only two items were used per category to reduce the length of the measure. Composites were 
created representing the following attribution types: positive internal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = 
.85), positive societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .59), negative internal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = 
.74), and negative societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .69). As in Studies 1 & 2 the four other 
categories were represented by one item each: less deserving privileged groups, less deserving 
affirmative action groups, negative fatalistic, and positive fatalistic. 
General Perceptions. Participants completed the same general perceptions items as in 
Studies 1 and 2 (i.e., competence, deservingness, etc.). Additionally, participants rated the extent 
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to which the target a) effectively budgeted their money and prioritized saving for college, and b) 
prioritized work and school over other areas of their life.  In the present study, all ratings were 
made on a 10-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (completely).    
Policy Support. Policy support was assessed using the same measure as Study 2. Items 
were grouped into the same five policy types: policies to reduce structural barriers (4 items, 
Cronbach’s α = .89), policies designed to reduce wealthy privilege (2-items, Cronbach’s α = 
.61), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on social class (2-items, Cronbach’s 
α = .76), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on race (single item), and stricter 
immigration laws (2-items, Cronbach’s α = .76).  
Manipulation Check. Participants completed the same three manipulation check items 
as in Studies 1 & 2.17 
Exploratory Measures. After the main study measures, participants completed measures 
assessing system justification, and relevance of the hypothetical scenario for exploratory 
purposes. 
System justification. Participants completed the same measure of system justification as 
in Studies 1 & 2 (Cronbach’s α = .89).  
 
17 There were no significant differences in perceptions of starting social class of the target based on outcome 
condition, χ2 (2) = 5.14, p = .077. As in Studies 1 & 2, in both the conditions roughly half of the participants 
correctly identified that the participant started out low in social class while roughly half indicated they were not sure. 
There was a significant difference in perceptions of ending social class of the target based on outcome condition, χ2 
(2) = 441.08, p < .001. Similar to Studies 1 & 2, 95.9% percent of participants in the success condition indicated 
correctly indicated that the target ended in the middle class. 48.5% of participants in the failure condition correctly 
identified that the target ended low in social class with 50.0% indicating they were not sure. Finally, a Pearson Chi-
Square indicated that outcome condition was significantly related to perceptions of whether or not the target 
completed their degree, χ2 (2) = 598.77, p < .001. Results indicated that 97.6% of participants in the success 
condition indicated that the target completed their degree compared to only 2.1% of participants in the failure 
condition. Altogether, these results suggest that, as in the previous two studies, participants were aware of the 
manipulation of degree completion but that they may have been better at encoding success than failure.   
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Identification with Scenario. Participants completed the same three identification items 
as in Study 2 (Cronbach’s α = .79). 
 Past and Current Social Class. Past and current social class were assessed using the 
same measures as in the previous two studies. Controlling for these variables does not change 
any of the results. 
Results 
Means and standard deviations for and correlations among all key variables can be found 
in the supplemental analyses in Appendix C.2. 
Attributions for Success 
 As expected (Hypothesis 1), a 3 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic) X 2 
(Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA on only 
participants within the success condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution type, F 
(1.89, 612.92) = 478.64, p < .001, hp2 = .60, such that participants made more internal 
attributions for success (M = 5.85, SE = .07) than societal (M = 2.68, SE = .07) and fatalistic 
attributions (M = 3.21, SE = .10; p’s < .001). Participants also made significantly more fatalistic 
than societal attributions for success, p < .001.  
As in the previous two studies, a significant attribution type by political orientation 
interaction also emerged, however this did not qualify the main effect (see Table 2), F (1.89, 
612.92) = 8.94, p < .001, hp2 = .03. As in Studies 1 and 2, both liberals and conservatives made 
significantly more internal attributions than both societal and fatalistic attributions for success 
and did not differ in the amount of internal attributions made. No other significant effects 
emerged (p’s > .371). 
Attributions for Failure 
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  A 5 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic, privileged groups, affirmative action 
groups) X 2 (Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA 
on only participants within the failure condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution 
type, F (3.54, 1154.66) = 259.64, p < .001, hp2 = .44, however consistent with Hypothesis 2a, 
this was qualified by a significant type by political orientation interaction (see Table 2), F (3.54, 
1154.66) = 23.23, p < .001, hp2 = .07. Conservatives made significantly more internal 
attributions and affirmative action group attributions and significantly less societal, fatalistic, and 
privileged group attributions for failure than liberals. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > 
.249), suggesting that as in the previous two studies no support for self-other differences in 
attributions for failure (Hypothesis 2b) was observed.  
General Perceptions 
A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the general perception items.  
Hard Work and Competence. Results (see Tables 3 & 9) indicated that as expected 
(Hypothesis 3a), the target was perceived as less hardworking and competent in the failure 
condition than the success condition. There was also a main effect of political orientation on hard 
work and competence, however as expected (Hypothesis 3b), these main effects were qualified 
by a significant outcome by political orientation interaction on competence. Although the overall 
interaction was not significant on hard work the predicted pattern of simple effects was observed. 
Conservatives rated the target as significantly less hardworking and competent than liberals in 
the failure condition but not the success condition. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > 
.101), suggesting that as in the previous two studies no evidence for self-other differences in 
perceptions of hard work and competence (Hypothesis 3c) was found.  
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Deservingness. Results (see Tables 3 & 9) revealed that there was significant main effect 
of outcome and political orientation on deservingness, however consistent with Hypothesis 3b, 
these were qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction such that liberals and 
conservatives viewed the target as equally deserving of the outcome they experienced in the 
success condition, but conservatives viewed the target as significantly more deserving of the 
outcome than liberals in the failure condition. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .197). 
Public Support. Consistent with the past studies (see Tables 3 & 9), there was a main 
effect of outcome condition on perceptions of public support received and consistent with 
Hypothesis 3b this was qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction. Whereas 
liberals and conservatives rated the amount of support received in the success condition to be 
relatively the same, liberals viewed the target as having received less support in the failure 
condition than conservatives. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .253). 
Money and Time Management.  Results (see Tables 3 & 9) indicated that consistent 
with Hypothesis 6a the target was perceived as less effective at managing their money and time 
in the failure condition (Mmoney = 7.24, SE = .09; Mtime = 7.33, SE = .10) compared to the success 
condition (Mmoney  = 8.48, SE = .09; Mtime = 8.36, SE = .10). There was also a significant main 
effect of political orientation on money and time management, with conservatives making more 
of these attributions than liberals. However, consistent with Hypothesis 6b, these effects were 
qualified by a marginally significant outcome by political orientation interaction for money 
management. For time management the overall interaction was not significant, but the pattern of 
simple effects was consistent with what was found for money management.  Conservatives 
viewed the target as being significantly worse at managing their money and time than liberals in 
the failure condition but only marginally so in the success condition. There was also a significant 
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(unpredicted) main effect of target on perceptions of money management, F (1, 653) = 4.96, p = 
.026, hp2 = .01, and time management, F (1, 651) = 8.38, p = .004, hp2 = .01, such that the self 
was viewed as being significantly better at managing money and time than the fictitious other. 
No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .190). 
Policy Support 
 A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the five policy types. Hypothesized mediation 
models were tested.   
 Policies to Reduce Structural Barriers. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main 
effect of political orientation emerged, F (1, 653) = 330.95, p < .001, hp2 = .34, with liberals (M  
= 8.39, SE = .011) supporting policies to reduce structural barriers more than conservatives (M  = 
5.41, SE = .12). No other main effects or interactions emerged as significant, p’s > .079, 
suggesting that as in Study 2 outcome condition did not moderate the effect of political 
orientation on support for policies to reduce structural barriers (Hypothesis 4b).  
 As in Study 2, results of a simple mediation model in the failure condition (see Table 10) 
indicated that as expected (Hypothesis 5a), there was a significant indirect effect of political 
orientation on policy support through societal attributions, such that conservatives made 
significantly less societal attributions for failure than liberals which in turn predicted lowered 
support for policies to reduce structural barriers. A parallel model in the success condition 
revealed that the indirect effect was not significant in that condition (see Table 10) 
Results of a simple mediation model examining internal attributions as a mediator within 
the failure condition (see Table 11) indicated that as expected (Hypothesis 5a), there was also a 
significant indirect effect of political orientation on policy support through internal attributions,  
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such that conservatives made more internal attributions for failure than liberals which in turn 
predicted reduced support for policies to reduce structural barriers. A parallel model in the 
success condition revealed that the indirect effect was not significant in that condition (see Table 
11).  
 Policies to Reduce Wealthy Privilege. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main 
effect of political orientation emerged, F (1, 652) = 30.27, p < .001, hp2 = .04, with liberals (M  = 
7.54, SE = .13) supporting policies to reduce wealthy privilege more than conservatives (M  = 
6.51, SE = .14). No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .072), suggesting that as in Study 2 
outcome condition did not moderate the effect of political orientation on support for policies to 
reduce wealthy privilege (Hypothesis 4b).  
A simple mediation model was conducted to test whether privileged group attributions 
mediated the relationship between political orientation and policy support within the failure 
condition (see Study 2 for more detail). Results revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 5b), within 
the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for 
policies to reduce wealthy privilege through privileged group attributions, ab = -.15, 95% BootCI 
[-.31, -.04]. Within the failure condition liberals made more privileged attributions than 
conservatives, a = -.62, p = .002, 95% CI [-1.01, -.22], which in turn predicted greater support 
for policies to reduce wealthy privilege, b = .25, p = .001, 95% CI [.10, .39]. This model 
explained 7.3% of the variance in support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege. A parallel 
model was not conducted in the success condition because wealthy privilege attributions were 
less applicable to the success condition than the failure condition.  
 Stricter Immigration Policies. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main effect of 
political orientation emerged, F (1, 653) = 562.81, p < .001, hp2 = .46, with conservatives (M = 
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7.67, SE = .12) supporting stricter immigration laws more than liberals (M = 3.64, SE = .12). No 
other main effects or interactions emerged as significant, p’s > .497, suggesting that as in Study 2 
outcome condition did not moderate the effect of political orientation on support for stricter 
immigration laws (Hypothesis 4b).  
 Policies to Increase Affirmative Action. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), there was a main 
effect of political orientation on support for policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class, F (1, 653) = 88.36, p < .001, hp2 = .12, and race, F (1, 651) = 152.89, p < .001, hp2 
= .19, with support being higher amongst liberals (Mclass  = 6.46, SE = .14; Mrace = 6.55, SE = 
.15) than conservatives (Mclass  = 4.61, SE = .14; Mrace = 3.88, SE = .15). No other main effects or 
interactions were significant, p’s > .319, suggesting that as in Study 2 outcome condition did not 
moderate the effect of political orientation on support for policies increase affirmative action 
based on social class and race (Hypothesis 4b). 
Results of a simple mediation model (see Table 12) indicated that as expected 
(Hypothesis 5c), within the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of political 
orientation on policy support through societal attributions, such that conservatives made 
significantly less societal attributions for failure than liberals which in turn predicted lowered 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class. A parallel model in the 
success condition revealed that the indirect effect was not significant in that condition (see Table 
12).  
Results of a simple mediation model examining privileged group attributions as a 
mediator revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 5c), there was also a significant indirect effect of 
political orientation on support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
through privileged group attributions within the failure condition, ab = -.29, 95% BootCI [-.52, -
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.10]. Within the failure condition conservatives made less privileged group attributions than 
liberals, a = -.62, p = .002, 95% CI [-1.01, -.22], which in turn predicted lowered support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on social class, b = .48, p < .001, 95% CI [.34, .62]. 
Together political orientation and privileged group attributions explained roughly 21% of the 
variance in support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class. A parallel 
model was not conducted in the success condition as privileged group attributions were less 
applicable as an explanation of success than failure. 
A simple mediation model revealed that contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 5d) and 
Study 2, there was not a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies 
to increase affirmative action based on race through societal attributions within the failure 
condition, ab = -.16, 95% BootCI [-.36, .001]. As expected, there was no significant indirect 
effect in the success condition, ab = .10, 95% BootCI [-.02, .27]. Additionally, contrary to 
Hypothesis 5d and inconsistent with Study 2, results of another simple mediation model 
indicated that there was not a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on race through affirmative action group 
attributions, ab = .-.04, 95% BootCI [-.26, .15]. 
Exploratory Analyses 
 System Justification. Consistent with Studies 1 and 2 there was a significant main effect 
of political orientation, F (1, 653) = 224.04, p < .001, hp2 = .255, such that conservatives (M = 
5.52, SE = .09) were higher in system justification than liberals (M = 3.73, SE = .08). No other 
effects were significant, p’s > .324.  
 Identification with Scenario. A one-sample t-test indicated that, consistent with Study 2, 
the composite identification score was significantly above the mid-point of 4 in both the self 
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condition (M = 5.16, SD = 1.45), t(331) = 14.59, p < .001, and other condition (M = 5.25, SD = 
1.24), t(328) = 18.41, p < .001.18 These findings suggest that people on average felt connected to 
the scenario and that they felt equally connected when it described the experiences of a fictitious 
other as when it described the self. To explore whether identification varied across conditions, 
we conducted a 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA on the identification composite score. Identification with the 
scenario did not differ significantly between the self and other condition, F (1, 653) = .68, p = 
.411, hp2 = .001. There was an unexpected (but unsurprising) main effect of outcome condition 
on identification, F (1, 653) = 4.50, p = .034, hp2 = .01, such that participants identified more 
with the success condition (M = 5.31, SE = .07) than the failure condition (M = 5.09, SE = .07). 
No other effects were significant p’s > .217.  
Discussion 
Overall, the current study replicated the relationships among the outcome manipulation, 
political orientation, and attributions found in Studies 1 and 2 using a scenario that removed the 
inconsistency between the success and failure conditions (i.e., presence/absence of a scholarship) 
that existed in these previous studies. Thus, the present study provides a true test of participants’ 
attributions in the face of identical information. As in Studies 1 and 2, there was a general 
tendency to blame the victim as evidenced by perceptions of the target as less hard working and 
competent when they failed compared to when they succeeded. Consistent with the previous 
studies, these victim-blaming tendencies were stronger amongst conservatives, which we can 
also see from their tendency to make more internal and less societal attributions for failure than 
 
18 Means and Standard deviations for the individual items broken down by condition can be found in the 
supplemental analyses in Appendix C.2.  
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liberals. We also extended upon our past studies by demonstrating that victim-blaming is also 
present in participants’ perceptions of the targets’ ability to manage their money and time. The 
target was overwhelmingly viewed as less effective at managing their time and money in the 
failure condition suggesting that spending a small portion of money and time on leisure activities 
was accepted when the target was still successful in the end at achieving their mobility goal but 
frowned upon when they were not. There was a slight tendency for these effects to be stronger 
for conservatives than liberals which is consistent with the patterns observed on our other 
perception and attribution items.  
By and large, we also replicated the findings from Study 2 concerning policy support. 
First, we found Conservatives were less likely than liberals to acknowledge the societal causes of 
social mobility failure but more likely to highlight the internal causes which predicted less 
support for policies that could actually help mitigate existing inequalities. Consistent with Study 
2, focusing less on the contribution of societal inequalities and wealthy privilege to social 
mobility failure appears help to explain why conservatives reported lowered support for 
affirmative action based on social class in the failure condition compared to liberals. In the 
present work, we were unable to replicate this same pattern for affirmative action based on race. 
Because race is not explicitly mentioned in the scenario, it may be that participants view policies 
focused on increasing affirmation action based on race as less relevant leading to weaker 
connections between their attributions for the outcome of the scenario and their support for this 
particular policy type. 
In the present study, we increased the ambiguity of the scenario to help rule out the 
possibility that the dominance of societal attributions in the failure condition was due to the fact 
that we made it too clear in the previous two studies that the target worked hard, making societal 
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causes more salient than they might be otherwise. We had also emphasized hard work and effort 
in the preamble in Studies 1 and 2 that was eliminated in Study 3. Despite these changes, the 
general pattern of attributions remained the same in this study with individuals making 
predominantly internal attributions for success and predominantly societal attributions for 
failure. Therefore, it is unlikely that it was a specific feature of the scenario that produced the 
effect. Although we have not statistically compared the means across each of the three studies, 
examination of these means suggests that attribution levels in the present study remain 
comparable to the earlier studies. This suggests that the high level of societal attributions for 
failure found in the previous two studies is not due to excessive or artificial emphasis on these 
features in Studies 1 and 2. However, even in Study 3 participants learned about the target’s 
economic disadvantage and efforts to improve social mobility. Thus, although the Study 3 
scenario introduced considerably more ambiguity (corresponding more closely to the mixed 
evidence of effort and determination most humans display), it could still be the case that by 
providing so much information about effort, striving and barriers, that we are observing a pattern 
of attributions that differs from what individuals do naturally when they learn about someone 
else’s social mobility successes or failures. Often, people may learn about a target individual’s 
ultimate mobility outcome without being privy to their personal backstory. To address this 
limitation further, in Study 4, we removed the majority of the information about the target’s 
efforts to examine the types of attributions that individuals make for success and failure when 
they have minimal information.  
Because we aimed to increase the ambiguity of the scenario in Study 3, we retained the 
target (self vs Paul) manipulation that had little effect in the first two studies. Despite the 
increased ambiguity, target continued to have little effect on responses in Study 3. This may 
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contribute to a conclusion that people often think about social mobility success and failure in 
similar terms for self and other – at least when they can identify with the other (as they did in 
these studies).  Given the lack of findings we again considered dropping the target condition after 
Study 3. However, because our Study 3 scenarios were still very detailed, they may have 
contained much more information than would typically be available when forming attributions 
for success or failure with regard to a stranger or acquaintance. Therefore, it is possible that 
individuals may fall prey to the self-serving bias particularly when making attributions for 
ambiguous/unexplained successful and unsuccessful social mobility but that our design so far has 
been unable to capture this. Therefore, since in Study 4 we drastically increase ambiguity by 
removing most of the target’s backstory, we retain our target manipulation once more and 
examine the patterns of attributions obtained in the self and other conditions when minimal 
information is provided. Given weak prior findings for target we recognize effects may not 
emerge, but speculative predictions would remain the same as previous studies.  
Study 4 
The goal of the current study was to explore the relationships among our key variables 
when participants were provided with very little information about the target. In all three of the 
previous studies attempts were made to hold as much information as possible constant across 
conditions to isolate the effect of outcome, target, and political orientation on attributions and 
subsequently policy support. Although this methodology has its strengths it also has its 
limitations. First, this meant we provided participants with a lot of information that they may not 
typically have when forming judgements about the sources of others’ social mobility successes 
and failures. Second, we cannot rule out the possibility that the large amount of societal 
attributions for failure found in the previous studies was a result of providing a lot of information 
about the target’s efforts and financial barriers. In Study 3, we noted these concerns and 
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attempted to overcome them not be providing less information about effort and barriers but by 
introducing ambiguity about the target’s perseverance and priorities. However, although we 
introduced some ambiguous information in Study 3, we still provided far more information than 
people often have about a target whose history of striving is unknown.  
Study 4 aims to test the boundaries of past studies by removing almost all of the 
information about the target individual’s efforts and simply focusing on their starting and ending 
point. This should provide participants with room to fill in the blanks and should allow us to 
capture a pattern of attributions that more closely resembles what individuals typically do. If we 
observe the same pattern of attributions within the failure condition when minimal information is 
provided would help us be confident that this effect was not a function of the amount of 
information provided about the target’s efforts. Thus, we (tentatively) retained our hypotheses 
from the previous study (see Table 1), while acknowledging that it was possible that increasing 
the ambiguity of the scenario could change the pattern of findings observed.  
Finally, in the present work we sought to provide more direct test of our prediction that 
attributions would mediate the relationship between political orientation in the failure condition 
but not the success condition. In the previous three studies, all mediation models utilized the 
specific attribution items which were condition specific, meaning that separate models needed to 
be conducted within the success and failure conditions. Although this approach does allow us to 
demonstrate the presence of mediation in one case but not the other it is not a direct comparison 
of the two conditions and the mediator items while similar across condition were not identical. 
Thus, in the present study we opt to also test a set of moderated mediation models examining the 
general perception items as mediators of the link between political orientation and policy support 
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within each condition (Hypothesis 7). These secondary models will provide more direct evidence 
for the mediating role of attributions in the failure condition but not the success condition.19 
Hypothesis 7: Perceptions of the target as hardworking, competent, and deserving of the 
outcome will mediate the relationship between political orientation and support for policies 
to reduce structural barriers in the failure condition but not the success condition.  
We also extended upon the previous studies in Study 4 by assessing the extent to which 
individuals believed the American Dream was true in America. Early in the paper we posited that 
individuals, particularly conservatives, may endorse internal attributions for social mobility 
failure to maintain their faith in the American Dream, however we did not examine this 
possibility in Studies 1 to 3. In the present study we aim to explore this idea by examining the 
relationship between our outcome manipulation, political orientation, attributions, and belief in 
the truth of the American Dream. We suspected that making more internal and less societal 
attributions for mobility failure would be associated with greater belief that the American Dream 
was true. We suspected that conservatives might have higher faith in the American Dream within 
the failure condition compared to liberals at least in part because they make more internal and 
less societal attributions for failure.  However, because this was the first time we included the 
item assessing perceived truth of the American Dream, we did not pre-register hypotheses about 
it and instead treat it as exploratory.  
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
The current study was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework, 
https://osf.io/cs4av/?view_only=a7580d1b25314d7b844686235c89f816. All data collection 
 
19 As in the previous two studies we also pre-registered a hypothesis with respect to stricter immigration. Analyses 
testing our prediction with stricter immigration laws can be found in the supplemental materials in Appendix D.2.   
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occurred through TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016) and we used the 
platform’s selection criteria function to collect data from roughly equal numbers of liberals and 
conservatives.  Because the overall design of this study was identical to that of Study 3, we 
aimed to collect data from the same number of participants, roughly 650. Six hundred and 
seventy-eight participants completed the survey, of this sample 297 identified as being more 
conservative, 336 identified as being more liberal, and 44 identified as being both equally on 
most societal topics and 1 did not provide a political orientation when asked about their political 
orientation in the study. We excluded the participants who indicated that they were both equally 
on most societal topics (44 individuals) and those who did not provide their political orientation 
(1 individual), as well as participants who failed at least one of two attention checks (15 
individuals), or indicated that their data should not be used due to a lack of attention while 
completing the survey (2 individuals), leaving a final sample of 615 participants (Mage = 37.84, 
SD = 12.41, 53.7% female, 80.5% White, 287 conservatives and 329 liberals).  Participants 
completed the study online in one session, in exchange for $1.50 USD. After providing 
demographic information, participants completed the main study manipulation and measures in 
the order presented below.  
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. Political orientation was measured using the same item as in the 
previous studies.  
Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. The hypothetical scenario used in the past three studies 
was pared down to only include the target’s initial social class, the fact that they went to college 
to try to improve their social class, and the outcome they experienced (i.e., whether they were 
successful or unsuccessful at moving up the social ladder). This meant that we removed all 
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information regarding their efforts during high school and college, and the partial scholarship in 
all conditions to leave as much room as possible for participants to fill in the blanks. 
Attributions. Participants completed the same attributions measure as in Study 3. 
Composites were created representing the following attribution types: positive internal (2-items; 
Cronbach’s α = .92), positive societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .77), negative internal (2-items; 
Cronbach’s α = .79), and negative societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .75). The four other 
categories were represented by one-item each: less deserving privileged groups, less deserving 
affirmative action groups, negative fatalistic, and positive fatalistic. 
General Perceptions. Participants completed the same general perceptions items as in 
Study 3.  
Policy Support. Policy support was assessed using the same measure as Studies 2 & 3. 
Items were grouped into the same five policy types: policies to reduce structural barriers (4 
items, Cronbach’s α = .90), policies designed to reduce wealthy privilege (2-items, Cronbach’s α 
= .56), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on social class (2-items, Cronbach’s 
α = .69), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on race (single item), and stricter 
immigration laws (2-items, Cronbach’s α = .76).  
Manipulation Check. Participants completed the same three manipulation check items 
as in the previous studies.20 
 
20 There were no significant differences in perceptions of starting social class of the target based on outcome 
condition, χ2 (2) = 1.02, p = .601. As in the previous three studies, in both the conditions roughly half of the 
participants correctly identified that the participant started out low in social class while roughly half indicated they 
were not sure. There was a significant difference in perceptions of ending social class of the target based on outcome 
condition, χ2 (3) = 425.60, p < .001. Similar to the previous studies, 96.2% percent of participants in the success 
condition indicated correctly indicated that the target ended in the middle class. 49.5% of participants in the failure 
condition correctly identified that the target ended low in social class with 49.2% indicating they were not sure. 
Finally, a Pearson Chi-Square indicated that outcome condition was significantly related to perceptions of whether 
or not the target completed their degree, χ2 (2) = 586.34, p < .001. Results indicated that 99% of participants in the 
success condition indicated that the target completed their degree compared to only 1.3% of participants in the 
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Exploratory Measures. After the main study measures participants completed measures 
assessing system justification, belief in the American Dream, and relevance of the hypothetical 
scenario for exploratory purposes.  
System justification. Participants completed a shortened 3-item version of the system 
justification measure used in the previous three studies (Cronbach’s α = .92). The items retained 
in the current study were: “In general, you find society to be fair”, “Everyone has a fair shot at 
wealth and happiness”, and “Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve.” 
Identification with Scenario. Participants completed the same three identification items 
as in Study 2 (Cronbach’s α = .78). 
Truth of the American Dream. Participants were presented with the following, “The 
American Dream is defined as the belief that anyone from any background can climb the social 
ladder through effort and hard work” and were asked to rate the extent to which this is true in 
America. Ratings were made on a sliding scale from 0% true to 100% true.  
 Past and Current Social Class. Past and current social class were assessed using the 
same measures as in the previous three studies. Controlling for these variables does not change 
any of the results. 
Results 
Means and standard deviations for and correlations among all key variables can be found 
in the supplemental analyses in Appendix D.2. 
Attributions for Success 
 Consistent with Hypothesis 1, a 3 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic) X 2 
(Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA on only 
 
failure condition. Altogether, these results suggest that, as in the previous three studies, participants were aware of 
the manipulation of degree completion but that they may have been better at encoding success than failure.   
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participants within the success condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution type, F 
(1.82, 555.57) = 179.97, p < .001, hp2 = .37, wherein participants made more internal attributions 
for success (M = 5.97, SE = .07) than societal (M = 4.38, SE = .09) and fatalistic attributions (M 
= 3.85, SE = .11; p’s < .001). Participants also made significantly more fatalistic than societal 
attributions for success, p < .001. There was also an attribution type by political orientation 
interaction (see Table 2), F (1.82, 555.57) = 11.18, p < .001, hp2 = .04, however as in the 
previous studies, this did not qualify the main effect of outcome condition (see Table 2). Both 
liberals and conservatives made significantly more internal than societal and fatalistic 
attributions for success. No other significant effects emerged (p’s > .205).  
Attributions for Failure 
  A 5 (Attribution Type: internal, societal, fatalistic, privileged groups, affirmative action 
groups) X 2 (Target: self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation: liberal, conservative) Mixed ANOVA 
on only participants within the failure condition revealed a significant main effect of attribution 
type, F (3.62, 1087.06) = 150.11, p < .001, hp2 = .33. However, as expected (Hypothesis 2a), this 
was qualified by a significant type by political orientation interaction (see Table 2), F (3.62, 
1087.06) = 24.49, p < .001, hp2 = .08; conservatives made significantly more internal attributions 
and affirmative action group attributions and significantly less societal, fatalistic, and privileged 
group attributions for failure than liberals. No other main effects or interactions emerged as 
significant (p’s > .284), suggesting that as in the previous studies no evidence of self-other 
differences in attributions for failure (Hypothesis 2b) was observed.  
General Perceptions 
  A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the general perception items.  
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Hard work and Competence. Results (see Tables 3 & 13) indicated that as expected 
(Hypothesis 3a), the target was perceived as less hardworking and competent in the failure 
condition than the success condition. There was also a significant main effect of political 
orientation on hard work and competence. However, consistent with Hypothesis 3b, these main 
effects were qualified by an outcome by political orientation interaction such that conservatives 
rated the target as significantly less hardworking and competent than liberals in the failure 
condition but not the success condition. There was also an unpredicted main effect of target on 
hard work, F (1, 608) = 5.50, p = .019, hp2 = .01, and competence, F (1, 607) = 10.74, p = .001, 
hp2 = .02 such that the self was viewed as more hardworking and competent than the fictitious 
other. No other main effects or interactions emerged as significant (p’s > .079), suggesting that 
overall the self-serving pattern of attributions for success and failure predicted for hard work and 
competence (Hypothesis 3c) was not observed despite some small glimmers of target effects 
collapsed across conditions in the current study.  
 Deservingness. Results of the ANOVA (see Tables 3 & 13) indicated that there was a 
significant main effect of outcome condition and political orientation on deservingness, however 
consistent with Hypothesis 3b, these effects were qualified by an outcome by political orientation 
interaction. Whereas liberals and conservatives viewed the target as equally deserving of success 
conservatives viewed the target as significantly more deserving of failure than liberals. No other 
main effects or interactions emerged as significant (p’s > .191).  
Public Support. Results of the ANOVA (see Tables 3 & 13) indicated that there was a 
significant main effect of outcome on public support. Overall, the outcome by political 
orientation interaction was not significant and the pattern of simple effects did not match the 
pattern outlined in Hypothesis 3b. Whereas we predicted that conservatives would perceive 
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greater public support than liberals in the failure condition with no political differences in the 
success condition, we found that liberals saw the target as having received more support than 
conservatives in the success condition with no differences in the failure condition.  There was 
also an unexpected significant main effect of target, F (1, 605) = 3.88, p = .049, hp2 = .006, such 
that the self was viewed as having received more support than the fictitious other. No other main 
effects or interactions emerged as significant (p’s > .138). 
Money and Time Management.  Results (see Tables 3 & 13) indicated that consistent 
with Hypothesis 6a the target was viewed as less effective at managing their money and time in 
the failure condition compared to the success condition. There was also a significant main effect 
of political orientation on money management but not time management. However consistent 
with Hypothesis 6b, these effects were qualified by a significant outcome by political orientation 
interaction such that conservatives rated the target as being significantly less effective at 
managing their money and time than liberals in the failure condition but not the success 
condition. No other effects were significant, p’s > .136. 
Policy Support 
 A 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the five policy types. Hypothesized mediation 
models were tested where applicable.   
 Policies to Reduce Structural Barriers. As expected (Hypothesis 4a) a significant main 
effect of political orientation emerged, F (1, 608) = 387.75, p < .001, hp2 = .39, with liberals (M 
= 8.36, SE = .11) supporting policies to reduce structural barriers more than conservatives (M = 
5.06, SE = .12). No other main effects or interactions emerged as significant, p’s > .133, 
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suggesting that as in the previous studies outcome condition did not moderate the effect of 
political orientation on support for policies to reduce structural barriers (Hypothesis 4b).  
 Results (see Tables 14 & 15) of two separate simple mediation models within the failure 
condition (see Study 2 for more detail) indicated that consistent with Hypothesis 5a, there was a 
significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies to reduce structural 
barriers through societal and internal attributions in the failure condition. Conservatives made 
significantly less societal and significantly more internal attributions for failure than liberals 
which both in turn predicted lowered support for policies to reduce structural barriers. Two 
identical models in the success condition revealed that as expected there was not a significant 
indirect effect through societal or internal attributions (see Tables 14 & 15).  
To test Hypothesis 7, a series of three moderated mediation models were conducted using 
model 8 of PROCESS Version 3 (Hayes, 2018). Political orientation was the predictor, outcome 
condition was the moderator, support for policies to reduce structural barriers was the outcome, 
and perceptions of the target (either competence, hard work, or deservingness) was the mediator. 
Results of the model with competence as the mediator (see Figure 9) suggested that consistent 
with Hypothesis 7, the overall moderated mediation model was supported, index of moderated 
mediation = -.23, 95% BootCI [-.41, -.08]. The conditional indirect effects indicated that 
perceptions of competence mediated the relationship between political orientation and policy 
support in the failure condition, abfailure= -.20, 95% BootCI [-.35, -.07], but not the success 
condition, absuccess= .04, 95% BootCI [-.03, .11]. Similarly, significant moderated mediation was 
found in the model with hard work (see Figure 8), index of moderated mediation = -.27, 95% 
BootCI [-.46, -.12]. Perceptions of hard work mediated the relationship between political 
orientation and policy support in the failure condition, abfailure= -.21, 95% BootCI [-.38, -.08], but 
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not the success condition, absuccess= .06, 95% BootCI [-.01, .13]. However, contrary to 
Hypothesis 7, the overall moderated mediation was not supported for deservingness, index of 
moderated mediation = -.10, 95% BootCI [-.25, .03]. Deservingness did not mediate the 
relationship between political orientation in the success condition, absuccess= -.01, 95% BootCI [-
.05, .02] or the failure condition, abfailure= -.11, 95% BootCI [-.27, .03].  
Policies to Reduce Wealthy Privilege. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main 
effect of political orientation emerged, F (1, 608) = 54.73, p < .001, hp2 = .08, with liberals (M  = 
7.55, SE = .14) supporting policies to reduce wealthy privilege more than conservatives (M  = 
6.09, SE = .14). An unexpected significant target by political orientation interaction emerged, F 
(1, 608) = 4.72, p = .030, hp2 = .01. Consistent with Study 3, liberals were equally supportive of 
policies to reduce wealthy privilege in the self (M  = 7.41, SE = .19) and other conditions (M  = 
7.69, SE = .19; p = .300), whereas conservatives rated support higher in the self condition (M  = 
6.38, SE = .21) than the other condition (M  = 5.80, SE = .20; p = .046). No other main effects or 
interactions emerged as significant, p’s > .161, suggesting that as in the previous studies outcome 
condition did not moderate the effect of political orientation on support for policies to reduce 
wealthy privilege (Hypothesis 4b).  
 To test our hypothesis that privileged group attributions would mediate the relationship 
between political orientation and policy support in the failure condition we selected participants 
in the failure condition and conducted a mediation model (see Study 2 for more detail). As 
expected (Hypothesis 5b), within the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of 
political orientation on support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege through privileged group 
attributions, ab = -.19, 95% BootCI [-.38, -.05]. Within the failure condition conservatives made 
less privileged attributions than liberals, a = -.77, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.17, -.36], which in turn 
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predicted lowered support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege, b = .25, p = .002, 95% CI 
[.10, .41]. This model explained 10.8% of the variance in support for policies to reduce wealthy 
privilege. A parallel model was not conducted in the success condition as wealthy privilege is 
less applicable as an explanation for success than failure. 
 Stricter Immigration Policies. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a significant main effect of 
political orientation emerged, F (1, 608) = 522.83, p < .001, hp2 = .46, with conservatives (M = 
7.69, SE = .13) supporting stricter immigration laws more than liberals (M = 3.79, SE = .12). No 
other main effects or interactions emerged as significant, p’s > .054, suggesting that as in the 
previous studies outcome condition did not moderate the effect of political orientation on support 
for stricter immigration laws (Hypothesis 4b).  
Policies to Increase Affirmative Action. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), there was a main 
effect of political orientation on support for policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class, F (1, 608) = 107.32, p < .001, hp2 = .15, and race, F (1, 607) = 199.91, p < .001, hp2 
= .25, with support being higher amongst liberals (Mclass  = 6.49, SE = .13; Mrace = 6.32, SE = 
.15) than conservatives (Mclass  = 4.45, SE = .14; Mrace = 3.29, SE = .16). There was also a 
significant main effect of target on support for policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class, F (1, 608) = 5.01, p = .026, hp2 = .01, such that support for these policies was higher 
in the self condition than the other condition. No other main effects or interactions were 
significant, p’s > .059, suggesting that as in the previous studies outcome condition did not 
moderate the effect of political orientation on support for policies to increase affirmative action 
based on social class and race (Hypothesis 4b).  
Results of a simple mediation model (see Table 16) indicated that as expected 
(Hypothesis 5c), within the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of political 
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orientation on policy support through societal attributions, such that conservatives made 
significantly less societal attributions for failure than liberals which in turn predicted lowered 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class. A parallel model in the 
success condition revealed that the indirect effect was not significant in that condition (see Table 
16).  
Results of a simple mediation model examining privileged group attributions as a 
mediator revealed that as expected (Hypothesis 5c), there was also a significant indirect effect of 
political orientation on support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
through privileged group attributions within the failure condition, ab = -.28, 95% BootCI [-.50, -
.12]. Within the failure condition conservatives made less privileged group attributions than 
liberals, a = -.77, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.17, -.36], which in turn predicted lowered support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on social class, b = .37, p < .001, 95% CI [.23, .52]. 
Together political orientation and privileged group attributions explained roughly 20% of the 
variance in support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class. A parallel 
model was not conducted in the success condition as privileged group attributions were less 
applicable as an explanation of success than failure. 
A simple mediation model revealed that contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 5d) and 
Study 2, there was not a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies 
to increase affirmative action based on race through societal attributions within the failure 
condition, ab = -.14, 95% BootCI [-.36, .05]. As expected, there was no significant indirect effect 
in the success condition, ab = .001, 95% BootCI [-.05, .04]. Additionally, contrary to Hypothesis 
5d and Study but consistent with Study 3, results of another simple mediation model indicated 
that there was not a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for policies to 
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increase affirmative action based on race through affirmative action group attributions, ab = -.05, 
95% BootCI [-.26, .14]. A parallel model was not conducted in the success condition as 
affirmative action groups are less applicable as an explanation for success than failure.  
Exploratory Analyses 
 System Justification. Consistent with the previous three studies there was a significant 
main effect of political orientation, F (1, 607) = 170.31, p < .001, hp2 = .22, such that 
conservatives (M = 5.46, SE = .11) were higher in system justification than liberals (M = 3.44, 
SE = .11). Unlike Studies 2 and 3, there was also a significant main effect of outcome, F (1, 607) 
= 15.16, p < .001, hp2 = .02, such that, as in Study 1, system justification was higher in the 
success condition (M = 4.75, SE = .11) than the failure condition (M = 3.44, SE = .11). No other 
effects were significant, p’s > .330.  
 Identification with Scenario. A one-sample t-test indicated that, consistent with Studies 
2 and 3, the composite identification score was significantly above the mid-point of 4 in both the 
self condition (M = 5.34, SD = 1.37), t(307) = 17.04, p < .001, and other condition (M = 5.37, SD 
= 1.21), t(306) = 19.70, p < .001.21 These findings suggest that people on average felt connected 
to the scenario and that they appear to have felt equally connected when it described the 
experiences of a fictitious other as when it described the self. To explore whether our target 
manipulation affected the extent to which individuals felt connected to the scenario we 
conducted a 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA on the identification composite score. Results indicated that 
identification with the scenario did not differ significantly between the self and other condition, 
 
21 Means and Standard deviations for the individual items broken down by condition can be found in the 
supplemental analyses in Appendix D.2.  
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F (1, 607) = .05, p = .830, hp2 = .000. There was an unexpected outcome by political orientation 
interaction on identification, F (1, 607) = 5.97, p = .015, hp2 = .01. Simple effects revealed that 
whereas conservatives identified significantly more with the success condition (M = 5.52, SE = 
.11) than the failure condition (M = 5.19, SE = .11; p =.030), liberals identified equally with the 
success (M = 5.25, SE = .10) and failure conditions (M = 5.43, SE = .10; p =.210). No other 
effects were significant p’s > .466.  
 Truth of the American Dream. As discussed above, we did not pre-register hypotheses 
concerning this item as it was our first time exploring its connection to the main variables in our 
study. We suspected that within the failure condition conservatives would have greater faith in 
the American Dream compared to liberals at least in part because of their tendency to make more 
internal and less societal attributions. As a result, we suspected that the failure condition might 
reduce faith in the American Dream relative to the success condition more for liberals than 
conservatives who may more easily explain away failures using victim blaming.   
First, a 2 (Outcome; success, failure) X 2 (Target; self, other) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of political orientation, F (1, 
605) = 209.25, p < .001, hp2 = .26, such that conservatives believed the American Dream was 
truer than liberals. A significant main effect of outcome also emerged, F (1, 605) = 13.49, p < 
.001, hp2 = .02, suggesting that on average participants believed the American Dream was less 
true after being exposed to an instance of social mobility failure than to an instance of social 
mobility success. No other effects were significant, p’s > .267, meaning that outcome condition 
was not related to belief in the American Dream differentially for liberals and conservatives.  
As mentioned previously, we suspected that conservatives may have greater faith in the 
American Dream than liberals at least in part because they make more internal and less societal 
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attributions, particularly for social mobility failure. To examine this possibility, we selected 
participants within the failure condition and conducted a parallel mediation model wherein 
political orientation was the predictor, faith in the American Dream was the outcome, and the 
five types of attributions for failure (internal, societal, privileged groups, affirmative action 
groups, and bad luck) were entered as mediators operating in serial. Results (see Figure 10) 
indicated that there was a significant indirect effect through, internal, societal, privileged group, 
and affirmative action group attributions but not luck attributions. Conservatives attributed social 
mobility failure significantly more to internal factors and affirmative action groups taking 
resources and significantly less to societal factors and wealthy privilege which all predicted 
greater belief in the American Dream. A parallel model conducted in the success condition 
indicated that neither internal, societal, or luck-based attributions mediated the link between 
political orientation and faith in the American Dream in this condition.  
Discussion 
Despite removing the majority of the information from the scenario, the pattern of results 
observed in the present study was extremely similar to the patterns in the previous three studies 
(see supplement materials in Appendix D.2 for analyses demonstrating cross-study consistency 
in ratings of attributions). Attributions were largely internal in the success condition, while 
liberals made more societal and less internal attributions in the failure condition than 
conservatives. Once again, the same target was rated as less hardworking and competent in the 
failure than success condition and more so by conservatives. This suggests that the results 
observed in Studies 1-3 were likely not a product of the amount of internal information we 
provided participants about the target and their efforts.  
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We still cannot conclude that the findings in this study reflect what individuals do 
naturalistically as the scenario was still hypothetical, however the results do suggest that our 
findings are quite robust and occur even if participants are given more room to fill in the blanks 
about the targets’ efforts. The current work extended upon the previous three studies by 
examining how participants’ attributions related to their faith in the American Dream after they 
were exposed to an instance of social mobility failure (vs. success). In general conservatives had 
greater faith in the American Dream than liberals. Further, within the failure condition this 
appeared to be in part related to their tendency to attribute failure to internal factors more and 
societal factors less relative to liberals.  Overall, individuals appear to recognize that societal 
factors that contribute to social mobility failure and these societal attributions may act as a 
system threat, leading to reduced faith in the American Dream. However, when internal 
attributions are made, they may offset these effects by shifting blame away from society and in 
turn protecting individuals’ faith in the American Dream.  
Interestingly, whereas privileged group attributions for failure seemed to signal that the 
American Dream was not a reality, making affirmative action group attributions predicted the 
opposite- conservatives maintained their belief in the American Dream if they could point to 
outgroups “cutting in line” as the reason for failure rather than blaming the system itself. It may 
be that people intuitively connect privileged groups’ unfair advantage to the flaws in the system 
itself whereas affirmative action groups are seen as more distinct for system failure. However, 
these findings should be interpreted with caution as they are exploratory; replication is needed 
before weight can be placed on them. 
As in the previous four studies, our target manipulation had little effect. Although 
occasional effects emerged that suggested a small tendency to give the self the benefit of the 
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doubt (i.e., seeing the self as more hardworking than the fictitious other), overall, there was still 
strikingly little self-other differences on attributions. As a result, we conclude that at least in 
hypothetical scenarios self and others are treated largely the same, suggesting that those who 
cling to the American Dream may also blame themselves for their own failing in a way that 
could have negative downstream consequences. System-protection motives seem to win out over 
typical motives for self-protection and self-enhancement which could impact well-being over 
time. For the rest of the dissertation, we drop the target manipulation to simplify our study design 
but acknowledge that this is an interesting avenue for future work to explore further (see general 
discussion for more information).  
Across the past four studies we have accumulated evidence of the relationship between 
attributions and possible downstream consequences such as policy support and belief in the 
American Dream, however the link from attributions to policy so far has been correlational (and 
policy support itself has not been affected directly by outcome condition, only indirectly 
mediated by attributions in the failure condition). In Study 5 we take a different approach and 
aim to manipulate the mediator (attributions) to examine their causal effect of policy support. We 
also seek to replicate the finding on the truth of the American Dream item in the experimental 
study. Because our results thus far suggest that attributions for failure, but not success, are linked 
with policy support, we drop the success condition going forward.  
Meta-Analysis 
Studies 1-4 used a hypothetical scenario containing varying degrees of information to 
manipulate whether individuals were exposed to an instance of successful or unsuccessful social 
mobility. Although we assessed several dependent variables four key variables of interest were 
participants’ perceptions of the target of the scenario as hardworking, competent, deserving of 
the outcome, and as having received public support/assistance. Taken together the findings 
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discussed previously suggest that we did find consistent support for our hypotheses with respect 
to the effect of political orientation and our outcome manipulation on perceptions of 
deservingness, competence, hard work, and public assistance, however we did see small 
inconsistencies across the studies (particularly with respect to public support). Thus, to further 
demonstrate the consistency of the effects across all four studies we conducted a series of mini 
meta-analyses following the procedure outlined by Goh, Hall, and Rosenthal (2016). 
Specifically, we meta-analyzed the main effect of outcome condition, the simple effect of 
political orientation in the success condition, and the simple effect of political orientation in the 
failure condition on all four of the perception items. It is important to note that deservingness 
inherently means different things within the success and failure conditions (i.e. deserving 
something positive vs. something negative), thus the main effect of outcome on this DV is less 
meaningful and thus interpretation should focus on the simple effect for this variable.  Results 
(see Table 17) indicated that all effects were consistent across studies. That is, overall, there was 
a significant main effect of outcome condition on all four variables, with participants perceiving 
the target as less hardworking, less competent, less deserving, and as having received less public 
support in the failure condition than the success condition. Interestingly, the effect sizes for the 
perceptions which map onto internal attributions appear to be larger in Study 3 and especially 
Study 4 where we aimed to increase ambiguity by either changing (Study 3) or removing (Study 
4) some of the information provide to participants about the targets’ efforts. This could suggest 
that more victim-blaming occurs in situations where the person making the attributions has 
minimal information about the target’s effort, which may more closely resemble real world 
situations.   Further, as expected, across the four studies no significant differences were found 
between liberals and conservatives of perceptions of hard work, competence, deservingness, or 
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public support in the success condition. And finally, as expected, across the four studies 
conservatives viewed the targets as significantly less hard working, less competent, more 
deserving, and as having received more public support than liberals in the failure condition. 
Study 5 
The goal of the current study was to examine the causal relationship between attributions 
and policy support. All participants read the hypothetical (low detail) scenario from the 
Other/Failure condition in Study 4. Afterwards participants were told that we were interested in 
learning about their thoughts on why the target was unable to move up the social ladder. In the 
control condition, participants wrote about any causes they deemed important, whereas in the 
other four conditions participants were asked to write about either the contribution of internal 
factors, societal factors, wealthy privilege, or affirmative action to Paul’s failure. Because 
political orientation is closely linked to policy preferences we did not expect our attribution 
manipulation to fully wipe out the effects of political orientation on policy support found in the 
previous studies. Thus, we retain hypothesis 4a concerning the main effect of political 
orientation on policy support from Studies 1-4, all other hypotheses are new to the current study. 
See below for a list of the new hypotheses in Study 5 (see Table 18 for a summary of the 
hypotheses tested and support found across Studies 5 and 6). 
Hypothesis 8: Participants will rate each attribution type (internal societal, privileged 
group, affirmative action group) as contributing the most to failure in the condition which 
induces it relative to the other conditions (i.e. internal attributions will be highest in the 
internal condition, etc.).  
Hypothesis 9: Support for policies to reduce structural barriers will be highest in the 
societal condition and lowest in the internal condition.  
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Hypothesis 10: Support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege will be highest in the 
wealthy privilege condition, and likely higher in the societal condition than the other three 
conditions.  
Hypothesis 11:  Support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
will be higher in the wealthy privilege and societal conditions than the other three 
conditions. 
Hypothesis 12: Support for policies to increase affirmative action based on race will be 
highest in the societal condition and lowest in the affirmative action group condition.  
 
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
The current study was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework, 
https://osf.io/48a93/?view_only=aa53ea76ed57480ca81a2313b73502eb. All data collection 
occurred through TurkPrime (Litman, Robinson, & Abberbock, 2016) and we used the 
platform’s selection criteria function to collect data from roughly equal numbers of liberals and 
conservatives. A power analysis was conducted in R using the WebPower package. Results 
indicated that we would need roughly 720 participants to detect our effects with a power of .80, 
assuming a smaller effect size (f = .13). A total of 755 participants completed the survey, of this 
sample 336 identified as being more conservative, 384 identified as being more liberal, and 35 
identified as being both equally on most societal topics when asked about their political 
orientation in the study. We excluded the 35 participants who indicated that they were both 
equally on most societal topics, as well as 13 participants who failed at least one of two attention 
checks, and 3 participants who indicated that their data should not be used due to a lack of 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            83 
 
   
 
attention while completing the survey, leaving a final sample of 704 participants (Mage = 38.95, 
SD = 11.99, 58.6% female, 80.8% White, 327 conservatives and 377 liberals).  Participants 
completed the study online in one fifteen-minute session, in exchange for $1.50 USD. After 
providing demographic information, participants completed the main study manipulation and 
measures in the order presented below.  
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. Political orientation was measured using the same item as in the 
previous studies.  
Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. All participants read the hypothetical scenario from the 
other failure condition in Study 4. 
Attribution Manipulation. After reading the hypothetical scenario participants were 
randomly assigned to one of five attributions conditions: control, internal, societal, wealthy 
privilege, affirmative action. In the control condition, participants were told that we were 
interested in “learning about the causes that [they] believe brought about Paul’s failure to move 
up the social ladder” and were provided with a text box in which to describe these factors. In the 
internal condition participants were asked to describe the ways in which “Paul's personality, 
attributes, decisions, efforts, and behaviors brought about his failure to move up the social 
ladder.” In the societal condition participants were asked to describe the ways in which “the 
economy, government policies, access to resources, access to opportunities, and social 
(in)equality in society brought about Paul's failure to move up the social ladder.” In the 
privileged groups condition participants were asked to describe the ways in which “individuals 
from privileged groups receiving special treatment and more than their fair share of resources 
and opportunities in society brought about Paul's failure to move up the social ladder.” Finally, in 
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the affirmative action groups condition participants were asked to describe the ways in which 
“individuals from affirmative action groups receiving special treatment and more than their fair 
share of resources and opportunities in Paul's society brought about his failure to move up the 
social ladder.” 
Policy Support. Policy support was assessed using the same measure as the previous 
studies. Items were grouped into the same four policy types: policies to reduce structural barriers 
(4 items, Cronbach’s α = .88), policies designed to reduce wealthy privilege (2-items, 
Cronbach’s α = .56), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on social class (2-
items, Cronbach’s α = .68), policies designed to increase affirmative action based on race (single 
item).22  
Attributions. Participants completed the same negatively worded attribution items as in 
studies 3 & 4, positively worded items were not included as all participants read about a social 
mobility failure.  Composites were created representing negative internal (2-items; Cronbach’s α 
= .81), and negative societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .40),23 attributions. Less deserving 
privileged groups, less deserving affirmative action groups, and negative fatalistic items were 
assessed using one item each. 
General Perceptions. Participants completed the same general perceptions items as in 
Study 4.  
Exploratory Measures. After the main study measures participants completed measures 
assessing system justification and the extent to which they believe the American Dream is true.  
 
22 Note that participants also indicated their support for stricter immigration laws as in the past studies, however 
because we had no hypotheses about this policy type the results are included in the supplemental materials (see 
Appendix E.2) instead of the main text.  
23 We acknowledge the low reliability of this attribution subscale in the current study. The same items demonstrate 
higher reliability in the other studies within this package. Exploration of the data indicated that whereas ratings on 
one item in this composite appeared to shift based on condition the other did not; this difference may account for the 
low reliability.   
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System justification. Participants completed the same shortened system justification scale 
as in Study 4 (Cronbach’s α = .90).  
Truth of the American Dream. Participants completed the same item used in Study 4 to 
assess the extent to which they believed the American Dream was true.  
 Past and Current Social Class. Past and current social class were assessed using the 




Attributions.  The results (see Tables 19 & 20) indicated that as expected (Hypothesis 8) 
the internal condition was effective in getting individuals to make more internal attributions than 
the other four conditions, and that the affirmative action groups condition was effective in 
getting individuals to make more affirmative action group attributions than the other four 
conditions. However, the effectiveness of the societal and privileged group attribution conditions 
was less clear cut. The societal condition was effective at increasing societal attributions relative 
to the other conditions for conservatives but not liberals. Additionally, although individuals made 
significantly more privileged group attributions in the privileged groups condition than the 
internal condition, no differences were found between the privileged group attribution condition 
and the other three conditions.  
General Perceptions. These items served as an indirect measure of the types of 
attributions that participants were making. No hypotheses we pre-registered for these items 
however, we suspected that participants would view the target as less hardworking and 
competent, worse at managing their money and time, and more deserving of failure in the 
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internal condition relative to the other conditions. Further we suspected that the target would be 
viewed as having received less public support in the societal condition than the other four 
conditions. A 5 (Attribution; control, internal, societal, privileged groups, affirmative action 
groups) X 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each item. Results 
(see Table 21) indicated that, as we suspected, the target was viewed as significantly less hard 
working and competent and significantly more deserving of failure in the internal condition than 
the other four conditions. Additionally, the target was viewed as significantly worse at managing 
their money in the internal condition relative to the societal, privileged groups, and affirmative 
action groups conditions but not the control condition. The target was also viewed as 
significantly worse at managing their time in the internal condition relative to the privileged 
groups and affirmative action groups conditions but not the societal or control conditions. 
Contrary to what we suspected, the target was not viewed as having received less public support 
in the societal condition compared to the other conditions. Unexpectedly, the target was viewed 
as having received more support in the privileged groups condition compared to the control.  
Policy Support 
  A 5 (Attribution; control, internal, societal, privileged groups, affirmative action groups) 
X 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the five policy 
types. Overall, our hypotheses that attribution condition would affect policy support directly 
(Hypotheses 9-12) were not supported, whereas political orientation continued to play a 
significant role (Hypothesis 4a).  
 Policies to Reduce Structural Barriers.  Contrary to Hypothesis 9 there was not a 
significant main effect of attribution condition, F (4, 694) = .57, p = .685, hp2 = .003, nor a 
significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (4, 694) = 1.13, p = .339, 
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hp2 = .01. But consistent with Hypothesis 4a the main effect of political orientation was 
significant, F (1, 694) = 402.53, p < .001, hp2 = .37, with liberals (M = 8.51, SE = .10) 
supporting policies to reduce structural barriers more than conservatives (M = 5.54, SE = .11).   
 Policies to Reduce Wealthy Privilege. Contrary to Hypothesis 10 there was not a 
significant main effect of attribution condition, F (4, 694) = .94, p = .440, hp2 = .01, nor a 
significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (4, 694) = .633, p = .639, 
hp2 = .004. Consistent with Hypothesis 4a, the main effect of political orientation was 
significant, F (1, 694) = 52.13, p < .001, hp2 = .07, with liberals (M = 7.82, SE = .12) supporting 
policies to reduce wealthy privilege more than conservatives (M = 6.54, SE = .13).  
  Policies to Increase Affirmative Action. Contrary to Hypotheses 11 and 12, there was 
no main effect of attribution condition on policies to increase affirmative action based on social 
class, F (4, 694) = .65, p = .630, hp2 = .004, or race, F (4, 693) = .33, p = .860, hp2 = .002 
respectively.  Nor was there a significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction 
on policies to increase affirmative action based on social class, F (4, 694) = 1.32, p = .260, hp2 = 
.01, or race, F (4, 693) = .83, p = .507, hp2 = .01. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), a main effect of 
political orientation on support did emerge on policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class, F (1, 694) = 135.69, p < .001, hp2 = .16, and race, F (1, 693) = 183.23, p < .001, hp2 
= .21, with support being higher amongst liberals (Mclass = 6.85, SE = .13; Mrace = 6.81, SE = .14) 
than conservatives (Mclass = 4.70, SE = .14; Mrace  = 3.99, SE = .15).  
Exploratory Analyses 
 Indirect Effects on Policy Support. Although attribution condition was not successful at 
altering policy support as hypothesized, we wondered if our attribution manipulation may have 
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had an indirect effect on policy support through changes to how the target was perceived, 
specifically in terms of their hard work, competence, and deservingness. To explore this possibility 
a series of mediation models were run with attribution condition as the predictor, general 
perceptions as the mediator, and policy support as the outcome. Condition was represented by four 
dummy coded condition variables, with the internal condition as the reference group. This 
condition was chosen as the reference group because it was the condition that differed the most 
from the others in terms of attributions and perceptions of the target. Although we were interested 
in all of the policies included in the present work, we opted to focus on policies to reduce structural 
barriers as the outcome for these analyses as we had the most clear hypotheses about which 
conditions would display the lowest (internal condition) and highest (societal condition) levels of 
support for these policies. Thus, we focused on the contrast between the internal and societal 
conditions as our predictor. To do this, the dummy coded condition variable with the societal 
condition coded as 1 and the other four conditions coded as 0 was entered as the predictor and the 
other three dummy coded condition variables (internal vs. control, internal vs. privileged group, 
internal vs. affirmative action groups) were controlled for so that our predictor represented the 
contrast between the internal and societal conditions. Political orientation was also controlled for 
in all models.  
Results (see Figure 11 and Table 22) indicated that the indirect effects of condition on 
policy support through perceptions of the target as hardworking, competent, and deserving of 
failure were indeed significant, participants in the internal condition viewed the target as less 
hardworking and less competent and more deserving of failure than in the societal condition which 
in turn predicted lower support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers.  
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 System Justification. Consistent with the previous four studies there was a significant 
main effect of political orientation, F (1, 694) = 206.58, p < .001, hp2 = .23, such that conservatives 
(M = 5.05, SE = .10) were higher in system justification than liberals (M = 3.09, SE = .09). There 
was not a significant main effect of attribution condition, F (4, 694) = .81, p = .518, hp2 = .01, nor 
a significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (4, 694) = .62, p = .649, 
hp2 = .004.   
 Truth of the American Dream. We conducted a 5 (Attribution; control, internal, 
societal, privileged groups, affirmative action groups) X 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, 
conservative) ANOVA on the extent to which individuals believed the American Dream was 
true. As in Study 4, there was a significant main effect of political orientation, F (1, 692) = 
253.71, p < .001, hp2 = .27, such that conservatives (M = 69.64, SE = 1.48) believed the 
American Dream was truer than liberals (M = 37.47, SE = 1.37). There was no effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 692) = 1.05, p = .382, hp2 = .006, nor a political orientation by 
attribution condition interaction, F (4, 692) = 1.05, p = .379, hp2 = .006, on the extent to which 
the American Dream was believed to be true. However, we did replicate the findings of Study 4 
correlationally; greater internal attributions for failure were associated with greater belief that the 
American Dream was true, r(702) = .42, p < .001, whereas greater societal attributions for failure 
were associated with believing that the Dream was less true, r(702) = -.28, p < .001. 
Additionally, attributing failure more to wealthy privilege, r(702) = -.24, p < .001, or to fatalistic 
factors (i.e. bad luck), r(702) = -.11, p = .004, were both related to lower belief that the American 
Dream was true, but attributing failure more to affirmative action groups was related to greater 
belief in the truth of the American Dream, r(700) = .15, p < .001.  
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Discussion 
Overall, our manipulation appeared to be at least partially successful in shifting 
participants’ attributions for social mobility failure. Specifically, we were able to significantly 
increase internal and affirmative action group attributions in their respective conditions, but not 
privileged group or societal attributions. At least for societal attributions, the lack of movement 
based on our manipulation may reflect the fact that all individuals tend to make these attributions 
with fairly high frequency at baseline, meaning that there is little room to increase the frequency 
of these attributions. In addition to shifting specific attributions for failure, we also saw 
movement on the items assessing more general perceptions of the target. As expected, the 
internal condition led the target to be viewed as more deserving of the failure and less competent 
and hardworking relative to the other four conditions, all of which are perceptions consistent 
with making higher victim blaming attributions.  
Despite seeing at least some evidence of the effectiveness of our manipulation at shifting 
attributions we did not find support for our hypotheses concerning policy support. None of the 
five types of policy support assessed in the present student shifted directly as a function of the 
attribution condition. However, we did find indirect effects of our manipulation on policy 
support through changes in how the target was perceived, although these findings should be 
interpreted with caution as they were not pre-registered. Elaborating on the societal (vs. internal 
causes) of Paul’s failure led him to be viewed as more hard working, more competent, better at 
managing his money, and less deserving of failure, all of which predicted greater support for 
policies designed to reduce structural barriers. These findings are consistent with the patterns 
observed in the previous four studies and provide some support for the links to policy proposed 
in the present study. However, despite significant indirect effects on policy through perceptions 
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of the target, the lack of a direct causal effect of attribution condition on policy support means 
our conclusions remain qualified.  
To provide a more focused test of our central hypotheses about the causal link between 
attribution type and policy support, we conducted one additional study with several alterations. 
First, we streamlined our attribution manipulation in the next study by only including the key 
internal and societal conditions. Second, we reasoned that some participants might struggle to 
generate certain attributions, especially if they were assigned to a condition that didn’t match 
their more natural attribution tendency. Therefore, we attempted to strengthen the manipulation 
by providing more concrete examples of each attribution type. We expected that this could 
provide participants with a better starting place for elaborating on the type of attribution specific 
to their condition. Third, given that policy support has been difficult to move (and highly linked 
to political orientation), we altered our measure of policy support in two key ways. First, we 
thought that providing participants so many policies to “choose from” could dilute the effects on 
some key policies, thus in Study 6 we only asked participants to rate their support for policies 
targeted at reducing barriers and increasing opportunities for successful upward social mobility 
for individuals starting near the bottom of the social ladder. Second, we recognized that general 
societal policies might be fairly far-removed from the scenario target’s plight. Therefore, we 
assess support for policies both at the government level (policies that the American government 
could implement to help individuals starting lower in social class succeed in college) and at the 
college level (policies that Paul’s college could implement to help future students in similar 
situations) to examine whether our manipulation might have an effect on policy support when it 
is more closely tied to our scenario, even if it does not have an effect on broader support, which 
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may be more difficult to move around). Support for college-level policies may also be less 
constrained by entrenched political attitudes, compared to societal-level policies. 
Study 6  
As we noted in Study 5, although we are interested in support for all of the various policy 
types included in our previous studies, increasing economic inequality within the United States 
may make policies aimed at reducing these disparities of particular importance. These economic 
disparities may be reduced both by implementing policies focused on reducing barriers to 
success for low income individuals, and by implementing policies that aim to increase 
opportunities for the same individuals, through things such as affirmative action. We suspected 
that having participants rate support for a large number of different policy types in our previous 
studies may have made it more difficult to detect effects on any one policy type. Thus, in the 
present study we narrow the breadth of our policy support variable to focus on policies to reduce 
structural barriers and affirmative action based on social class.  
We also wondered if the null effects of our attribution manipulation on policy support 
may have been due to the fact that we assessed support for very broad policies that were not 
closely linked to our scenario or manipulation. In the current study, we try to make our measure 
of policy support more specific by assessing support for policies that the target’s college could 
implement to help future students from low income backgrounds. We also assess support for a 
small number of policies that the government could implement, which are similar to those 
included in our previous studies, however, all of the policies were specifically about helping 
individuals from low income backgrounds succeed in college. Note that we measured support for 
policies designed to reduce structural barriers at both the college and government level because 
we could think of distinct ways in which these two bodies may be able to reduce barriers for low 
income individuals. That is, the college that an individual attends can only alter certain aspects of 
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the individual’s experience (i.e., the opportunities and resources available to them while in 
college), whereas the government policies in which the individual lives can shape these aspects 
of the individual’s experience but also the resources and opportunities the individual has access 
to earlier in life that may shape whether or not the individual gets into and is prepared for 
college. However, we had a harder time coming up with distinct college level and government 
level policies for affirmative action based on social class and thus opted to only measure college 
level support for this policy type to avoid redundancy in our measures.  
Finally, as mentioned in Study 5, we had the clearest ideas about how support for policies 
to reduce income disparities between those low and high in social class would differ between the 
internal and societal conditions. Specifically, we suspected that focusing on internal attributions 
would lead to the lowest levels of support for these policies and that focusing on societal 
attributions would lead to the highest levels of support, with the other attribution types leading to 
levels of support somewhere in between.  Consequently, because we wanted to provide as direct 
a test of our key predictions as possible, we dropped the affirmative action based on race, 
wealthy privilege, and control conditions and include only the internal and societal conditions. 
Thus, we retain Hypotheses 4a, 8, 9, and 11 concerning the main effects of attribution condition 
and political orientation on policies to reduce structural barriers and increase affirmative action 
based on social class (modified to focus only on the attributions relevant to the current study) and 
drop Hypotheses 10 and 12 entirely as they pertained to policy types not included in the current 
study. We also add predictions about the mediating role of perceptions of the target in the 
relationship between attribution condition and policy support (Hypothesis 13) and about the 
effect of attribution condition on faith in the American Dream (Hypothesis 14) based on results 
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of our exploratory analyses in Study 5. Please see below for a list of the new hypotheses in Study 
6 (a summary of all hypotheses can be found in Table 18). 
Hypothesis 13a: The societal condition will lead the target to be viewed as more 
hardworking and competent and less deserving of failure than the internal condition, 
evaluations which would in turn predict greater support for policies to reduce structural 
barriers.  
Hypothesis 13b: The societal condition will lead the target to be viewed as more 
hardworking and competent and less deserving of failure than the internal condition, 
evaluations which would in turn predict greater support for policies to increase affirmative 
action based on social class. 
Hypothesis 14: Participants in the societal condition will rate the American Dream as being 
less true than participants in the internal condition. 
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
The current study was pre-registered with the Open Science Framework, 
https://osf.io/hsd54/?view_only=fd31aa40da60423ba5786f23d5fb1450. All data collection 
occurred through Prolific and we used the platform’s selection criteria function to collect data 
from roughly equal numbers of liberals and conservatives. Four hundred and fifty-nine 
participants completed the survey, of this sample 203 identified as being more conservative, 235 
identified as being more liberal, and 21 identified as being both equally on most societal topics 
when asked about their political orientation in the study. We excluded the participants who 
indicated that they were both equally on most societal topics, as well as participants who failed at 
least one of two attention checks, or indicated that their data should not be used due to a lack of 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            95 
 
   
 
attention while completing the survey, leaving a final sample of 420 participants (Mage = 36.62, 
SD = 13.39, 50.2% female, 78.8% White, 194 conservatives and 226 liberals).  Participants 
completed the study online in one session, in exchange for £1.25 which is roughly $1.62 USD. 
After providing demographic information, participants completed the main study manipulation 
and measures in the order presented below.  
Manipulation and Measures 
Political Orientation. Political orientation was measured using the same item as in the 
previous studies.  
Hypothetical Mobility Scenario. The hypothetical scenario was largely the same as the 
one used in Study 5 however a few modifications were made. First, we specified the Paul was an 
American at the beginning of the scenario to ensure that everyone was thinking of an individual 
in the same society. We also changed the careers of Paul’s parents such that his father worked in 
customer service and his mother cleaned houses. Similarly, we changed Paul’s career at the end 
of the scenario such that he ended up working at a fast food restaurant. These changes were made 
because factory jobs are often seen as reasonably well-paid in the U.S, and are seen as becoming 
increasingly rare in American society (this positive link to factory jobs may have become more 
salient during the Trump presidency because protecting and increasing these desirable jobs was 
often a talking point; Duesterberg, 2019).  This led us to wonder if Paul may not be seen as being 
as economically disadvantaged initially or at the end of the scenario as we had intended because 
him and his parents were able to find factory jobs that paid more than minimum wage. Finally, 
we added back one sentence about Paul’s efforts and one sentence about his situation growing up 
to provide participants with some information to use as a starting place in each of the attribution 
conditions. 
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Attribution Manipulation. After reading the hypothetical scenario participants were 
randomly assigned to one of two attribution conditions: internal or societal. The manipulation 
was similar to the one used in Study 5 except that we provided more detailed examples about the 
ways that internal or societal factors could have contributed to Paul’s failure. For example, in the 
internal condition, instead of just providing “Paul’s decisions” as a broad example of a factor that 
could have contributed to his failure we indicated that “spending both money and time on leisure 
and social activities could have taken away from his ability to afford and succeed in college.” As 
an example, in the societal condition, instead of just providing “access to resources” as a broad 
example we indicated that “inadequate funding for schools in low income neighbourhoods may 
have meant that Paul was less prepared for college and had fewer role models for academic 
success than students from higher income families.”  This level of detail was provided to create a 
stronger manipulation that would hopefully get even participants for whom the manipulation 
might be inconsistent with their typical attributional tendencies thinking about the factors 
relevant to their assigned condition. It also changes the nature of the attribution manipulation 
somewhat: rather than relying on attributions generated by participants we also provide more 
information that might persuade people of the validity of a particular attribution type, before also 
asking participants to reinforce the experimenter-provided message with their own elaboration of 
attributions.     
Policy Support. Participants completed two measures of policy support, both of which 
were new to the present study. 
College level policy support. First participants were told that the college Paul attended 
was interested in implementing policies to help future students in similar situations and were 
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asked to rate their support for five policies24 from 1 (I do not support this policy at all) to 10 (I 
completely support this policy. Two of these policies were about reducing structural barriers 
(e.g., “Setting aside part of the college’s budget to subsidize tuition for individuals from low 
income backgrounds”; Cronbach’s α = .93). The other three policies were about increasing 
affirmative action based on social class (e.g., “Introducing college admission criteria that 
prioritize admissions to individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds”; Cronbach’s α = 
.84).  
Government level policy support.  Participants were also asked to rate their support for 
six policies that the government could introduce to help individuals from backgrounds similar to 
Paul’s on the same 10-point scale used for the college level policies. All six items assessed 
support for policies to help reduce structural barriers (e.g., “Removing the cap on the amount?? 
among of Federal student loans that can be received, thereby eliminating the need for obtaining 
high-interest private loans”; Cronbach’s α = .90).  
Attributions. Participants completed the same negative attribution items as in Studies 3, 
4, & 5. Composites were created representing negative internal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .78), 
and negative societal (2-items; Cronbach’s α = .69), attributions. Less deserving privileged 
groups, less deserving affirmative action groups, and negative fatalistic items were assessed 
using one item each.  
General Perceptions. Participants completed the same general perceptions items as in 
Studies 4 & 5.  
 
24 Participants also rated support for four additional policies concerning the creation of workshops to help 
individuals develop organization and time management skills, the creation of a social support group for low income 
individuals, and the introduction of flexible academic deadlines for individuals who need to work full time while in 
college. These were included for purely exploratory purposes and will not be described here. 
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Truth of the American Dream. Participants completed the same item used in Studies 4 
& 5 to assess the extent to which they believed the American Dream was true.  
Exploratory Measures.  
System justification. Participants completed the same shortened system justification scale 
as in Studies 4 & 5 (Cronbach’s α = .92).  
 Past and Current Social Class. Past and current social class were assessed using the 




Attributions.  A 2 (Attribution Condition: internal, societal) X 2 (Political Orientation: 
liberal, conservative) Factorial ANOVA was run on each of the five attribution types (internal, 
societal, fatalistic, privileged groups, affirmative action groups) to assess whether our 
manipulation successfully shifted individuals’ attributions for failure (Hypothesis 8). Results of 
all five ANOVAs can be found in Tables 23 and 24. Although analyses were performed on all 
five types of attributions, only the internal and societal attributions are directly related to the 
conditions included in the present study, thus the other three attribution types were analyzed 
purely for exploratory purposes and will not be discussed further in the text. Results indicated 
that the attribution manipulation was effective. Participants made significantly more internal 
attributions in the internal condition compared to the societal condition and made significantly 
more societal attributions in the societal condition compared to the internal condition. However, 
it is important to note that in both cases the main effect of attribution condition was qualified by 
an interaction between condition and political orientation, such that the aforementioned 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            99 
 
   
 
differences were present for conservatives but not liberals. Thus, our attribution manipulation 
was more successful in shifting attributions for conservatives than liberals.  
General Perceptions. A 2 (Attribution; internal, societal) X 2 (Political Orientation; 
liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the general perception items to examine 
whether our manipulation impacted these more indirect measures of attributions. Results (see 
Table 25) indicated that, as expected, the target was viewed as significantly less hardworking, 
less effective at managing their time, less effective at managing their money, and significantly 
more deserving of failure in the internal condition than the societal condition. However, these 
main effects were qualified by significant interactions between attribution condition and political 
orientation which indicated that the aforementioned differences were present for conservatives 
but not liberals. Additionally, conservatives, but not liberals, viewed the target as significantly 
less competent in the internal condition than the societal condition. Finally, participants viewed 
the target as having received more public assistance in the societal condition than the internal 
condition. 
Policy Support 
 To test our main hypotheses, a 2 (Attribution; internal, societal) X 2 (Political 
Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA was run on each of the policy support measures. 
 Policies to Reduce Structural Barriers. In the present study we assessed support for 
policies designed to reduce structural barriers both at the college level and the government level. 
A separate analysis was performed on each of these measures. 
College level support. As expected (Hypothesis 4a), there was a significant main effect of 
political orientation, F (1, 416) = 133.93, p < .001, hp2 = .24, with liberals (M = 9.37, SE = .13) 
supporting policies to reduce structural barriers at the college level more than conservatives (M = 
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7.24, SE = .14). Consistent with our predictions (Hypothesis 9) there was also a significant main 
effect of attribution condition, F (1, 416) = 5.07, p = .025, hp2 = .01, such that support for 
policies designed to reduce structural barriers that could be implemented by the target’s college 
was higher in the societal condition (M = 8.51, SE = .13) than the internal condition (M = 8.10, 
SE = .13).  However, these main effects were qualified by an unexpected significant attribution 
condition by political orientation interaction, F (1, 416) = 8.99, p = .003, hp2 = .02 (see Figure 
12). Analysis of the simple effects indicated that the societal condition increased support for 
college level policies to reduce structural barriers relative to the internal condition for 
conservatives but not liberals.  
Government level support. Consistent with our predictions (Hypothesis 4a), there was a 
significant main effect of political orientation on support for policies to reduce structural barriers 
that could be implemented by the government, F (1, 416) = 320.86, p < .001, hp2 = .44, with 
liberals (M = 8.64, SE = .13) supporting these policies more than conservatives (M = 5.35, SE = 
.14). Contrary to our predictions (Hypothesis 9) there was not a significant main effect of 
attribution condition on support for government level policies to reduce structural barriers, F (1, 
416) = 2.03, p = .155, hp2 = .01. However, there was an unexpected significant attribution 
condition by political orientation interaction, F (1, 416) = 11.18, p = .001, hp2 = .03 (see Figure 
13). Analysis of the simple effects revealed a pattern similar to the one found for the college-
level policies, the societal condition increased support for government level policies to reduce 
structural barriers relative to the internal condition for conservatives but not liberals.  
  Policies to Increase Affirmative Action. Support for policies to increase affirmative 
action based on social class was only assessed at the college-level in the present study. As 
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expected (Hypothesis 4a), a main effect of political orientation on support did emerge, F (1, 416) 
= 67.47, p < .001, hp2 = .14, with support for policies that the target’s college could implement to 
increase affirmative action based on social class being higher amongst liberals (M = 6.08, SE = 
.16) than conservatives (M = 4.15, SE = .17). Contrary to our prediction (Hypothesis 11), there 
was no main effect of attribution condition on support for college level policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class, F (1, 416) = .09, p = .760, hp2 = .000. However, there 
was an unexpected significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (1, 416) 
= 7.91, p = .005, hp2 = .02 (see Figure 14). Analysis of the simple effects suggests that the 
societal condition lead to more support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social 
class at the college level for conservatives but not liberals.  
Indirect Effects on Policy Support. In hypotheses 13a and 13b we predicted that the 
relationship between attribution condition and support for both for policies to reduce structural 
barriers and policies to increase affirmative action based on social class, would be mediated by 
perceptions of the target as hardworking, competent, and deserving. In the pre-registration, we 
noted that in the analyses used to test these hypotheses (basic mediation models) we would control 
for political orientation as it would likely be related to both the proposed mediators (general 
perceptions) and the proposed outcomes (policy support).  At the time we did not have a strong 
reason to expect attribution condition and political orientation to interact to predict either general 
perceptions or policy support as there was no interaction in Study 5. However, given that in the 
present study we found consistent attribution condition by political orientation interactions on both 
the general perception items and policy support we thought that testing moderated mediation 
models would be a more appropriate test of our hypotheses. We expected to find support for both 
Hypothesis 13a and 13b primarily among conservatives.  
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To test these hypotheses a series of moderated mediation models were run using model 8 
of PROCESS Version 3 (Hayes, 2018). In all models, attribution condition (0 = internal, 1 = 
societal) was the predictor, political orientation (0 = conservative, 1 = liberal) was the moderator, 
general perceptions (either hard work, competence, or deservingness) was the mediator, and policy 
support (either college level reduction of structural barriers, government level reduction of 
structural barriers, or college level affirmative action) was the outcome. We tested hard work and 
competence, and deservingness as mediators in separate models for each of the three policy types 
leading to a total of nine models. Results of all models can be found in Tables 25-27. Overall, the 
results supported both hypotheses 13a and 13b for conservatives but not liberals. For 
conservatives, being in the societal condition led the target to be perceived as more hardworking 
and competent and less deserving of the failure which in turn predicted greater support for policies 
to reduce structural barriers at the college and government level, as well as greater support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on social class at the college level. None of the models 
revealed significant indirect effects of our attribution condition on policy support, through general 
perceptions for liberals. 
Truth of the American Dream. To test Hypothesis 14, that perceived truth of the 
American Dream would be higher in the internal (vs. societal) condition, we conducted a 2 
(Attribution; internal, societal) X 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) ANOVA on the 
extent to which individuals believed the American Dream was true. As in Studies 4 & 5, there was 
a significant main effect of political orientation, F (1, 409) = 253.29, p < .001, hp2 = .38, such that 
conservatives (M = 72.30, SE = 1.74) believed the American Dream was truer than liberals (M = 
34.48, SE = 1.62). Contrary to Hypothesis 14, there was no main effect of attribution condition, F 
(1, 409) = .27, p = .606, hp2 = .001, however there was an unexpected significant attribution 
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condition by political orientation interaction, F (1, 409) = 8.84, p = .003, hp2 = .02. Analysis of 
the simple effects (see Figure 15) revealed that the internal condition led the American Dream to 
be seen as more true in the internal condition than the societal condition for conservatives, but not 
liberals.  
Exploratory Analyses  
 System Justification. Consistent with the previous five studies there was a significant 
main effect of political orientation, F (1, 416) = 259.75, p < .001, hp2 = .38, such that conservatives 
(M = 5.22, SE = .12) were higher in system justification than liberals (M = 2.53, SE = .11). There 
was not a significant main effect of attribution condition, F (1, 416) = 1.55, p = .215, hp2 = .004, 
however there was a significant attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (1, 416) 
= 7.72, p = .006, hp2 = .02.  Analysis of the simple effects (see Figure 16) reveals a pattern similar 
to that found for belief in truth of the American Dream, the internal condition lead to greater system 
justification than the societal condition for conservatives but not liberals.  
Discussion 
Study 6 was designed to be a targeted test of the causal link between attribution type 
(internal/external) and policy support. Overall, our manipulation appeared to be successful in 
shifting participants’ attributions for social mobility failure in the expected direction; however, 
the manipulation appeared to be effective for conservatives but not liberals. This may in part be 
explained by the fact that liberals found it more difficult than conservatives to generate examples 
of internal factors that contributed to the target’s social mobility failure.25 This is consistent with 
 
25 Participants rated how easy it was to generate an explanation for Paul’s failure on a scale from 
1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). A 2 (Political Orientation; liberal, conservative) X 2 (Attribution 
Condition; internal, societal) ANOVA revealed that indicated a significant outcome by political 
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the findings of our correlational studies indicating that when left to their own devices, liberals 
make less internal attributions than conservatives. Based on this logic it might have followed that 
the societal condition would be less effective in shifting attributions for conservatives than 
liberals because in our past studies conservatives made less societal attributions than liberals. 
However, the opposite was found in the present study, the societal condition increased societal 
attributions relative to the internal condition for conservatives but not liberals. We suspect that 
there may be two reasons for this. First, even in the internal condition liberals saw societal 
factors as contributing a lot to the social mobility failure the target experienced meaning that 
there may not have been much room for the societal condition to increase these attributions 
further. Second, there was no difference in fluency between liberals and conservatives in the 
societal condition (see footnote 25) suggesting that it was easier for conservatives to come up 
with examples of social factors than it was for liberals to come up with examples of internal 
examples. Future research could examine ways in which the internal condition could be made 
more fluent for liberals, however due to the possible negative effects of internal attributions in 
this context, enhancing this effect is arguably not a primary focus.  
We did find support for a causal relationship between attributions and policy support in 
the present study, however, again the interaction revealed that this was found only among 
conservatives. For conservatives, being in the societal condition increased support for both 
college level and government level policies to reduce structural barriers as well as support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on social class. The attribution condition did not 
 
orientation interaction, F (1, 415) = 5.37, p = .021, hp2 = .013. Whereas liberals and 
conservatives found it equally easy to generate examples in the societal condition (p = .510) 
liberals found it significantly harder to come up with explanations than conservatives in the 
internal condition (p = .010). 
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increase policy support for liberals. We suspect that, similar to the manipulation check for 
societal attributions, a ceiling effect may in part explain why policy support did not shift more 
liberals, at least regarding support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Liberals 
expressed very high levels of support for policies to reduce structural barriers even in the internal 
condition which may have made it difficult to increase this support further in the societal 
condition for these individuals. However, an interaction was also found on support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on social class, even though there did not appear to be a ceiling 
effect on support for these types of policies. Thus, the lack in movement on the policy support 
items for liberals may simply be the result of our inability to meaningfully shift their attributions 
with our manipulation. Future research should investigate whether other manipulations of 
attributions can increase support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
among liberals as well as conservatives.  
Finally, among conservatives, we found evidence in the present study that, consistent 
with a system-justifying perspective, focusing on the ways in which a social mobility failure was 
due to factors internal to the target (akin to their more natural attribution style) lead the American 
Dream to be seen as more true than if individuals focused on the ways in which society 
contributed to this same failure. This pattern was not observed for liberals. Similarly, among 
conservatives, but not liberals, focusing on the internal causes of a social mobility failure led to 
greater system justification compared to focusing on the societal causes of this failure. This is 
consistent with the theorizing of Napier, Mandisodza, Andersen, and Jost (2006) that viewing a 
potential system threat as the result of internal factors instead of societal shortcomings may help 
individuals maintain their belief in the system. Our findings suggest that this may be particularly 
true among individuals who more strongly hold these system-legitimizing ideologies. Further 
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research is needed to replicate these findings and examine the conditions under which making 
internal attributions for social mobility failure allows individuals, particularly conservatives, to 
maintain their faith in the American Dream.  
General Discussion 
Attributions for Success and Failure 
Altogether, we found solid evidence for our proposition that individuals respond to 
instances of social mobility failure in ways that may reinforce the American Dream. When told 
about an individual who worked hard but still failed to move up the social ladder, both liberals 
and conservatives responded by viewing the target as less hard working and competent compared 
to when they were told that the same amount of hard work led to success, suggesting a general 
tendency to derogate the unsuccessful for their inability to achieve the American Dream. We 
replicated this pattern in the four studies (total N = 2484, 3 studies preregistered) that varied 
features of the American Dream failure scenario. Even when people were given extensive 
evidence of the target’s hard work and perseverance in the face of significant barriers, 
participants judged the target as less hardworking, competent, and deserving after failure; this 
effect occurred even when scenarios were identical except for outcome and persisted when the 
scenario gave highly detailed background information and when the scenario was very 
ambiguous (allowing participants to “fill in the blanks” themselves). Notably, people tend to 
view identical evidence of normal human imperfections (spending some amount of time and 
money on leisure and social activity instead of a single-minded focus on school) as more 
blameworthy when the target failed than when they succeeded.  
Consistent with past research on attributions for poverty (Cozzarelli, Wilkinson, & Tagler 
2001; Furnham, 1996; Shirazi & Biel, 2005; Zucker & Weiner, 1993), conservatives did engage 
in more of this victim-blaming than liberals. Although both liberals and conservatives saw the 
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targets as less hard working and competent in the failure condition than the success condition 
this effect was stronger for conservatives. Conservatives derogated the hard work and 
competence of targets in the failure condition more than liberals and viewed the target of a failed 
social mobility attempt as more deserving of the outcome and as having received more public 
support compared to liberals. Moreover, when we focus on the specific attributions that 
individuals made in the failure condition (i.e., how much they believe internal, societal, and luck-
based factors contributed to an individual’s unsuccessful upward social mobility attempt) we see 
robust political orientation differences in attributions.  As expected, liberals rated the 
contribution of societal factors, such as unequal access to resources, higher than conservatives, 
who rated the contribution of internal factors, such as a lack of ambition, higher than liberals. 
Altogether these findings suggest that although both political groups may exhibit some tendency 
to blame the victim of social mobility failures, conservatives engage in this victim-blaming more 
than liberals, who engage in more system-blaming.  
In addition to replicating past work on internal and societal attributions in a new context, 
the findings of the current set of studies adds to the literature by shedding light on types of 
external attributions that have not been previously studied in this context.  In the current work we 
introduced and examined two forms of “other-group” attributions- external attributions that 
blame a specific outgroup rather than societal factors at large. The “other-group” attributions we 
selected were derived from explanations often found in political discourse. Specifically, we 
assessed the extent to which individuals believed that failures to achieve upward social mobility 
were the result of privileged individuals and disadvantaged affirmative action groups taking 
more than their fair share of resources. Consistent with our expectations, both liberals and 
conservatives made other group attributions, however the target group they focused on differed. 
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Liberals often pointed to the top, seeing the advantages held by the wealthy and privileged as 
contributing to the failures of others to move up the social ladder, whereas conservatives pointed 
to the bottom, seeing the opportunities awarded to members of disadvantaged groups as 
contributing to social mobility failure for others who do not belong to these groups. Past work 
classifying attributions as either internal, societal, or fatalistic often suggests that overall liberals 
make more external attributions than conservatives. The current work provides a more nuanced 
view of the types of attributions that liberals and conservatives make, suggesting that both 
liberals and conservatives are willing to make external attributions but that they point to different 
external targets when they do so. This is consistent with findings from Davidai and Ongis (2019) 
which suggest that whereas liberals are more likely to engage in zero-sum thinking when it 
comes to the economic advantages of the wealthy, conservatives are more likely to think of life 
as zero-sum with regards to social programs which aim to help the disadvantaged. These findings 
also align with scapegoat theory suggesting that people will often be motivated to displace 
threats onto others, specifically those who are likely not actually responsible for the outcome 
(Allport et al., 1954; Hammer 2007). However, it is important to note that the affirmative action 
group attributions are most consistent with traditional definitions of scapegoating, whereas it is 
less clear whether the privileged group attributions represent an equivalent scapegoat, as the 
wealthy are likely a group that does actually have undue influence in society.  
We also found individuals make attributions for successful social mobility that may 
reinforce the American Dream, an area that has been relatively understudied in past work which 
focuses primarily on attributions for economic disadvantage. When presented with a scenario 
where a target was able to move up the social ladder, both liberals and conservatives saw internal 
factors such as talent and hard work as the primary factor that contributed to this outcome, an 
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explanation consistent with the narrative of the American Dream. Although minor political 
differences in the degree of external attributions for success made by liberals and conservatives 
did emerge, these were inconsistent across studies and never qualified the general tendency to 
make more internal than external attributions.  
The findings with respect to attributions for success are important for two reasons. First it 
suggests that liberals are not immune to the types of cognitive processes which may maintain 
belief in the American Dream. When faced with an outcome that is seemingly consistent with the 
American Dream both liberals and conservatives appear to default equally strongly to the 
explanation provided by this prominent cultural narrative instead of challenging it. It is only 
when the ultimate outcome is inconsistent with the American Dream that political orientation 
comes into play, with liberals challenging the explanation offered by the cultural narrative more 
than conservatives.  Second, understanding attributions for success stories is important because 
these types of “rags to riches” narratives that emphasize the hard work and ingenuity of the 
successful are prominent in the media and social discourse.  By failing to recognize the 
contribution of other factors, such as societal support or sheer luck to an individual’s success, 
and by failing to tell the stories of those with equal effort and ingenuity who nonetheless were 
unable to get ahead, these narratives have the potential to make achieving the American Dream 
seem easier and more likely than is actually the case, ultimately feeding into the tendency to 
view others as responsible for their failures to achieve this dream. Thus, reducing the negative 
effects of the American Dream ideology on individuals’ attributions may need to involve 
challenging the spontaneous internal attributions people make for success as well as failure, a 
conclusion that is not as clearly drawn from past work which focuses primarily on attributions 
for disadvantage and how individuals respond to threats to their system-justifying beliefs. 
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Faith in the American Dream 
We proposed that individuals, particularly conservatives, make internal attributions 
because they allow them to continue to believe in the cherished American Dream and that 
societal attributions would be threatening because they require admitting that the system is not 
fair and just. Consistent with this, Study 4 suggested that conservatives compared to liberals 
made more internal and affirmative action attributions and less societal and privileged group 
attributions which all ultimately predicted greater belief in the American Dream following 
exposure to an instance of social mobility failure.  Study 5 replicated the links between 
attributions and beliefs in the American Dream correlationally. Further, in Study 6 we found that 
conservatives who were induced to think of the societal reasons for social mobility failure 
reported lower system justification and lower belief in the American Dream than conservatives 
who were induced to think of the internal reasons for failure. Altogether these findings support 
our contention that internal attributions for failure may help maintain belief in the American 
Dream in the face of counterevidence.   
We also speculated that other-group attributions might serve a special function for 
individuals who wish to maintain their belief in the American Dream in the face of evidence to 
the contrary. If people (especially conservatives) who are motivated to defend the status quo 
hesitate to blame the system or challenge the truth of the American Dream, it may lead them to 
blame the victim rather than the system. Especially if they personally identify with the failure 
experience (if they’re reflecting on their own failures or ones like it), these internal attributions 
may be especially painful. Blaming an unsuccessful social mobility attempt on a specific 
outgroup allows individuals to explain this failure without having to acknowledge shortcomings 
of the self or of society (the system they may be motivated to defend), something neither internal 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            111 
 
   
 
or societal attributions alone can accomplish. Thus, attributing social mobility failure to another 
specific group may play a particularly palliative function as these types of attributions could 
fulfill both system-protecting and self-protecting motives. This notion cannot be examined 
directly based on the current set of studies however, the results of Study 4 and 5 may provide 
very preliminary evidence consistent with the idea that outgroup blame may protect a belief in 
the system, particularly with respect to attributions about affirmative action groups. In both 
studies, making more affirmative action group attributions for failure was related to greater belief 
in the American Dream whereas the other forms of external attributions (societal, privileged, and 
fatalistic) were related to lower belief.  This suggests that whereas other types of external 
attributions may be threatening to individuals’ belief in the American Dream, endorsing 
affirmative action group attributions may actually be a system-defending external attribution; 
however further research is needed before any firm conclusions can be drawn. Interestingly, 
making more privileged group attributions did not appear to be system-defending in the same 
way and instead was related to lower belief in the American Dream similar to the societal and 
luck-based attributions for failure. The presence of wealthy privilege may suggest a shortcoming 
of the system as whole, as it highlights the ways in which the current system makes it easy for 
“the rich to get richer,” thus making this attribution system threatening. Future research should 
continue to examine whether individuals in some circumstances do prefer other-group 
attributions to other forms of attributions, especially since these types of attributions are often 
communicated in political messages (for instance, political elites of differing styles may blame 
failures of social mobility on the wealthy elite, on minorities and affirmative action beneficiaries 
getting “more than their fair share,” or immigrants taking American jobs). These kinds of 
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messages may be especially tantalizing when the alternative is self-blame or believing the system 
is broken at its core. 
Despite this preliminary evidence in line with our theorizing we cannot conclude that 
wanting to maintain faith in the American Dream is why individuals make internal attributions 
for failure (or other group attributions), or that these attributions are in fact relieving discomfort 
caused by being exposed to social mobility failure. Future research should aim to establish 
whether instances of social mobility failure are in fact threatening, and whether various 
attributions are able to mitigate these negative effects. Finally, attributions for social mobility 
success were unrelated to belief in the American Dream. This may initially seem counterintuitive 
given the consistency between internal attributions for success and the idea of meritocracy which 
is at the core of the American Dream. However, because the majority of attributions for success 
were internal there likely wasn’t as much variation these attributions leading them to have less 
predictive ability. Further, it may be that for social mobility success the outcome itself affirms 
rather than threatens the idea that upward social mobility is possible, which may lead the specific 
explanations for why the outcome occurred to matter less than when the outcome itself is 
threatening.  
Policy Support 
           We contend that attributions matter, at least in part because they inform policy 
preferences. As expected, political orientation mattered too: liberals supported policies to reduce 
structural barriers (i.e., increasing the social safety net), policies to reduce wealthy privilege (i.e., 
shutting down legacy programs), and policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
(i.e., requiring colleges to admit the same percentage of students from each socioeconomic class) 
more than conservatives. Studies 1-4 demonstrated that policy support was not directly affected 
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by the social mobility success or failure. This is to be expected it people vary in their diagnosis 
of the causes of social mobility failure – different perceived causes should suggest different 
solutions. Accordingly,  the attributions that participants made for unsuccessful social mobility 
did appear to have implications for policy support. Within the failure condition, but not the 
success condition, conservatives made more internal and less societal attributions than liberals 
which in turn predicted lower support for policies to reduce structural barriers. Additionally, 
conservatives in the failure condition but not the success condition made less wealthy privilege 
attributions for failure which predicted lowered support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege. 
Finally, in the failure condition but not the success condition conservatives made less societal 
attributions which predicted lower support for policies designed to reduce affirmative action 
based on social class. 
We also asked about support for affirmative action policies based on race, and found 
more inconsistent patterns: in some studies but not others, lower societal attributions and more  
affirmative action group attributions mediated the link between politics and policy support. The 
wording of the attributions items may have been less clearly connected to these types of policies. 
For example, the societal attributions focus on the contribution of structural inequalities which 
individuals may connect more with discrepancies based on social class than race; specific 
barriers related to race were not featured in the current scenarios or surveys. Further the 
affirmative action attribution did not specify whether the groups were based on race or social 
class; although we expected race-based affirmative action to come to mind more readily it is 
possible that the ambiguity in this item made its connection with race-based affirmative action 
policies less clear. In addition, the idea that attributing mobility failure to affirmative action 
groups would reduce support for affirmative action based on race assumes that the target of the 
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scenario is not someone who would benefit from these programs. Within the fictitious other 
condition, the race of the target was never specified, opening up the possibility for participants 
assumptions of Paul’s race to influence the interpretation of the affirmative action attribution and 
policy item. However, we do have some evidence from Study 6 indicating that most participants 
assumed Paul was white or were unsure of his race with only a small portion of participants 
believing he belonged to a racial minority group.26 Further, participants’ own race/ethnicity may 
have shaped their interpretations of the affirmative action attribution item and the race-based 
affirmative action policy, particularly in the hypothetical self condition, although the majority of 
participants in each sample identified as White. Future research should utilize different 
attribution items and policies to further examine the connection between attributions and support 
for policies to increase affirmative action based on race. Additionally, future work should 
examine whether both the race of the target and the race of the participants influences the 
patterns of attributions made for social mobility success and failures. Finally, we were unable to 
clearly link attributions to support for stricter immigration laws as we did not assess a set of 
attributions that clearly mapped onto this policy support type. Future research might examine 
external attributions to immigrants as another specific outgroup to better examine the attributions 
predicting stricter immigration policy.  
In addition to finding correlational evidence for the link between attributions and policy 
support we did find initial evidence of a causal relationship. Although Study 5 failed to find an 
effect of the attribution manipulation on policy support, Study 6, which used a stronger 
manipulation, and more targeted policy support items, found that learning about and describing 
 
26 At the end of Study 6, participants were asked to indicate Paul’s race/ethnicity. The majority of participants 
(59.9%) indicated that they were not sure and 36% assumed that he was White, even though his race was never 
specified. Only a small percentage (3.4%) indicated that he was either Black or Hispanic/Latino, suggesting that the 
majority of participants did not see Paul as belonging to a minority group based on race.  
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external (vs internal) reasons for social mobility failure led to more support for policies to reduce 
structural barriers, but only among conservatives.  These findings are notable because it suggests 
that getting individuals who typically focus less on the contribution of structural inequalities to 
social mobility failure to reflect on these factors may be one route to increase their support for 
policies that may reduce these inequalities and promote social mobility. The manipulation did 
not have a significant effect on policy support for liberals, however policy support was extremely 
high in both conditions suggesting ceiling effects. Future work should aim to replicate these 
findings and extend upon them by looking at whether shifting attributions in social discourse 
might help create lasting shifts in policy support. 
Limitations and Future Directions 
The current dissertation demonstrates across a series of experimental studies with various 
methodological features how people respond to social mobility success and failure and how 
responses – especially among conservatives - may at once protect a belief in the American 
Dream in the face of counterevidence and (ironically) reduce support for the very policies that 
could make social mobility more attainable.  Although we have already identified limitations to 
some studies which we subsequently addressed in others, there are limitations to this program of 
research as a whole that are important to note. 
First, all studies utilize hypothetical scenarios instead of real world, personally relevant 
instances of social mobility success and failure. This was done intentionally to hold constant the 
types of experiences participants were thinking about and to have more experimental control 
over the amount and types of details that participants had access to. Despite the strengths of this 
approach there are downsides, namely an inability to conclude that our results would generalize 
to real world attributions that individuals make for their personal experiences. Future studies 
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could have participants recall actual situations in which they or someone close to them have tried 
to move up the social ladder and either succeeded or failed. This type of complementary design 
would sacrifice experimental control but would allow us to determine whether the same patterns 
of attributions are made for real world events, and whether attributions relate to policy support 
and belief in the American Dream in the same fashion. Further, this type of personal-experience 
design may be more likely to reveal the self-serving biases that remained elusive in the current 
studies (though identifying an appropriate “other” comparison group would be very challenging 
because people may select different, more flattering, types of self-events and may have far more 
knowledge about self than other events). One possibility is that self/other differences actually 
don’t exist in this context, however another possibility is that the hypothetical scenarios used did 
not elicit the same psychological processes that would be activated by actually thinking about the 
self vs. another person. Future studies with better external validity are vital to determining 
whether and when individuals do in fact blame themselves for social mobility failure just as they 
blame others. 
Second, consistent with system justification theory, we posit that the attributions individuals 
make for unsuccessful social mobility attempts are motivated by a desire to defend the American 
Dream, however we cannot conclude with certainty that the processes uncovered in the current 
studies are in fact motivated. For example, the patterns of attributions detected in the current 
work could simply be a product of social learning, and thus represent the internalization of a 
prominent cultural narrative without any true motivational basis (Huddy, 2004; Mitchell & 
Tetlock, 2009). Further individuals may feel obligated to follow and maintain the status quo even 
if they do not truly believe in it (Scott, 1990; Spears et al., 2001). However, several pieces of 
evidence from the literature suggest that the belief in upward social mobility specifically, and 
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system justifying tendencies more generally, are at least in part motivated processes. Kraus and 
Tan (2015) show that individuals are more likely to overestimate rates of upward social mobility 
when these ratings are self-relevant than when they are not suggesting that this tendency may in 
part stem from self-enhancement motives and a desire to expect improvement. Additionally, Kay 
et al. (2009) found that experimentally increasing system defence motives through inducing a 
sense of system dependence, system inescapability, or system threat, increased beliefs that the 
status-quo is how things ought to be compared to when system defences motives were not 
activated. Future research should more directly investigate whether the results observed in the 
present set of studies are actually a product of a motivated tendency to defend belief in the 
American Dream.  For example, providing an affirmation of the American Dream prior to 
exposing participants to an instance of social mobility failure could reduce system defence 
motives thus leading to less victim-blaming. Additionally, because no system threat occurs in the 
case of successful social mobility attempts, the attributions observed in our success conditions 
are less likely to be motivated and may instead represent a more passive acceptance of cultural 
ideology. Future research should aim to further tease apart the psychological processes 
underlying attributions for successful and unsuccessful social mobility to determine their 
similarities and differences.  
Third, we only provide preliminary and incomplete evidence for the causal relationship 
between attributions and outcomes such as policy support. Out of six studies only two were 
designed to assess this causal relationship and of these two studies only one found support for 
this relationship (the other, Study 5, showed an indirect effect on policy support through 
attributions). Further, although Study 6 does provide promising initial evidence of a causal link 
between societal attributions and polices to reduce structural barriers and increase affirmative 
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action based on social class for conservatives, no relationship was observed for liberals. The lack 
of movement for liberals may be context-specific - we targeted policies already more supported 
by liberals – but it could also reflect more certain or inflexible views of liberals in this domain, 
unequally compelling arguments for internal and external attributions, or other factors particular 
to this study.  Future research should aim to examine policies that are more unfamiliar or 
bipartisan to reduce ceiling effects to examine how attributions may have impact across the 
political spectrum. Similarly, because of our recruitment strategy (aiming for equal numbers of 
self-identified liberals and conservatives and excluding the small number of centrists), we 
examine political orientation as a categorical variable rather than a continuum. Responses are 
likely to vary for extreme partisans, mild partisans, and centrists and could be examined in future 
research across the full spectrum.  Additionally, the current set of studies does not provide 
evidence of a causal link between external outgroup attributions and support for policies to target 
those groups (e.g., to decrease wealthy privilege or decrease affirmative action based on race). 
Because these outgroup attributions are a novel contribution of this research, it would be 
desirable to explore the causal effects of these attributions – which are often reflected in political 
messaging – more systematically.  
Conclusions 
 The American Dream suggests that individuals can get ahead if they simply “pull 
themselves up by their bootstraps.” However, currently in America this dream is not 
representative of reality as rising economic inequality creates disproportionately more barriers to 
success for Americans starting out lower on the social ladder, making upward mobility difficult 
to attain. Despite this divide between the dream and reality, belief in the possibility of upward 
mobility through hard work remains strong and concern for reducing inequality is relatively low. 
The present work helps to clarify the ways in which individuals are able to continue to believe in 
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the American Dream despite the fact that is largely a myth in today’s society. Individuals tend to 
highlight the efforts and abilities of the successful while derogating these same efforts and 
abilities among the unsuccessful. Further, individuals who attribute social mobility failure more 
to internal and less to societal causes have greater faith in the American Dream and lowered 
support for policies that may reduce existing inequalities. The present work is important because 
the American Dream is a double-edged sword: although the possibility of upward mobility can 
provide hope and motivation it can also lead to acceptance of a system that is working against 
the majority of its members. Individuals who believe in the system as fair and just yet encounter 
failures to improve their lot in life may be faced with self-reproach and become susceptible to 
political messages which target specific out groups instead of the larger societal inequalities that 
are truly at the root of the problem. Understanding how and why individuals continue to believe 
in the American Dream is a first step in understanding how to effectively challenge this ideology 
to mitigate some of its negative consequences.   
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Appendix A.1: Study 1 Questionnaire 
 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slide bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Condition Pre-amble (All Participants) 
We are interested in gaining insight into individuals’ perceptions of various types of societies. 
On the following page you will be exposed to one type of society using a hypothetical 
scenario. Please try to envision as clearly as possible what this society might look like, 
regardless of any similarities or differences that it may have to societies that you have 
personally lived in.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario: Outcome and Target Manipulations 
Self/Failure 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine that you live in this society, and based on the education, careers, and incomes of 
your parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your 
parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result 
their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the 
basic needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower 
income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help 
you go to college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of 
career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving 
was extremely difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if 
you are able to get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and 
be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing your academic performance, and your relationship, so you work 
most weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. You put almost all the money you make 
from this part time job into a savings account for next year. But you know even with your 
savings you are still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, you 
will likely be able to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. 
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You decide that this means that you have to apply for scholarships, and you know that you need 
to increase your grades from last year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put 
more time towards studying and look for support in areas that you are really struggling with, but 
it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork. 
 
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, but unfortunately, you will not receive any of the scholarships. 
Sadly, your partner does not get into college, and because you are moving away for school, you 
two decide to part ways. Finances will be tight but after creating a budget you determine that if 
you work a substantial number of hours a week while at college you should be able to make 
ends meet. A year and a half into your four-year program it becomes clear that you will have to 
drop out of college. You move back to your hometown and are able to find a job in a factory 
that pays roughly the same wage as what you parents make which means that you are still 
relatively low in social class. Three years later you are still in this job and this causes you to 
stop and reflect that around this time you would have been graduating with your degree. 
 
Self/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine that you live in this society, and based on the education, careers, and incomes of 
your parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your 
parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result 
their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the 
basic needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower 
income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help 
you go to college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of 
career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving 
was extremely difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if 
you are able to get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and 
be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing your academic performance, and your relationship, so you work 
most weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. You put almost all the money you make 
from this part time job into a savings account for next year. But you know even with your 
savings you are still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, you 
will likely be able to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. 
You decide that this means that you have to apply for scholarships, and you know that you need 
to increase your grades from last year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put 
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more time towards studying and look for support in areas that you are really struggling with, but 
it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork. 
  
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, and fortunately, you will receive a partial scholarship- this will 
help out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, your partner does not get into 
college, and because you are moving away for school, you two decide to part ways. Finances 
will still be fairly tight but after creating a budget you determine that if you work a substantial 
number of hours a week while at college you should be able to make ends meet. A year and a 
half into your four-year program you are adjusting well and are still able to afford tuition and 
living expenses. After four years you graduate with your degree and after a short search period 
are able to find a good job in your chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than 
what your parents make, which means that you are now middle class.  
 
Other/Failure 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
 
Now imagine an individual named Paul who lives in this society, and based on the education, 
careers, and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. 
Both of his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education 
and as a result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid 
enough to meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul 
grew up in a lower income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and 
had very few resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save 
money to help him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider 
range of career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and 
saving was extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe 
that if he is able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class 
and be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, Paul's goal is 
to complete a college degree.  
 
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing his academic performance, and his relationship, so he works most 
weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. He puts almost all the money he makes from 
this part time job into a savings account for next year. But he knows even with his savings he is 
still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, he will likely be able 
to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. Paul decides that 
this means that he has to apply for scholarships, and he knows that he needs to increase his 
grades from last year if he wants to be a competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards 
studying and look for support in areas that he is really struggling with, but it’s hard to always 
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find time for schoolwork. 
 
Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, but unfortunately, he will not receive any of the scholarships. 
Sadly, his partner does not get into college, and because he is moving away for school, they 
decide to part ways. Finances will be tight but after creating a budget he determines that if 
he works a substantial number of hours a week while at college, he should be able to make 
ends meet. A year and a half into his four-year program it becomes clear that he will have to 
drop out of college. He moves back to his hometown and is able to find a job in a factory that 
pays roughly the same wage as what his parents make which means that Paul is still 
relatively low in social class. Three years later he is still in this job and this causes him to stop 
and reflect that around this time he would have been graduating with his degree.  
 
Other/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine an individual named Paul who lives in this society, and based on the education, 
careers, and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. 
Both of his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education 
and as a result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid 
enough to meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul 
grew up in a lower income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and 
had very few resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save 
money to help him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider 
range of career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and 
saving was extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe 
that if he is able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class 
and be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, Paul's goal is 
to complete a college degree.  
 
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing his academic performance, and his relationship, so he works most 
weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. He puts almost all the money he makess from 
this part time job into a savings account for next year. But he knows even with his savings he is 
still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, he will likely be able 
to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. Paul decides that 
this means that he has to apply for scholarships, and he knows that he needs to increase his 
grades from last year if he wants to be a competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards 
studying and look for support in areas that he is really struggling with, but it’s hard to always 
find time for schoolwork. 
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Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, and fortunately, he will receive a partial scholarship- this will help 
out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, his partner does not get into college, 
and because he is moving away for school, they decide to part ways. Finances will still be fairly 
tight but after creating a budget he determines that if he works a substantial number of hours a 
week while at college, he should be able to make ends meet. A year and a half into his four-year 
program Paul is adjusting well and is still able to afford tuition and living expenses. After four 
years he graduates with his degree and after a short search period is able to find a good job in 
his chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than what his parents make, which 
means that he is now middle class. 
 
Attributions  
In the previous section of the study we asked you to imagine a scenario in which you [an 
individual named Paul] tried to move up in social class. Now, we are interested in your thoughts 
on why you [Paul] may have experienced the outcome that you [he] did. Please rate the extent to 
which you believe each of the factors contributed to the outcome you imagined [Paul] 
experiencing at the end of the scenario.  
 




     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work 
2. A lot of hard work 
3. A Lack of ambition and motivation 
4. A lot of ambition and motivation 
5. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
6. A lot of talent, skill, and/or competence 
7. Equal access to education 
8. Unequal access to education  
9. Too few opportunities for financial support 
10. A lot of opportunities for financial support 
11. Too many competing life responsibilities 
12. Few competing life responsibilities 
13. Individuals with privilege, who are more deserving, took the majority of the resources 
(e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
14. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
15. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are more deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
16. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
17. Good Luck 
18. Bad Luck 
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General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did you [Paul] deserve the outcome you [he] experienced? 
How hard-working were you [was Paul]? 
How competent were you [was Paul]? 
How much did you [Paul] receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you [Paul] receive public support and/or assistance? 
How economically disadvantaged were you [was Paul]? 
 
Manipulation Check 
In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier did you [Paul] complete your [his] college degree? 
  Yes 
  No 
  Not sure 




  Not sure 




  Not sure 
 
System Defense 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. In general, the American political system operates as it should 
3. American society needs to be radically restructured 
4. The United States is the best country in the world to live in 
5. Most policies serve the greater good 
6. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
7. Our society is getting worse every year 
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Perceptions of Meritocracy 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Strongly 
disagree 
  Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 
  Strongly 
agree 
 
1. In organizations, people who do their job well always rise to the top 
2. At work, people are rewarded solely based on their competence and ability 
3. In organizations, success is possible for anyone who works hard enough 
4. People’s success in the workplace depends primarily on their skills 
5. Anyone who is willing to work hard enough is able to find a decent job 
6. At work, people’s success depends primarily upon their performance 
7. Organizations always offer the job to the most capable candidate 
8. At work, people’s rewards are always determined by their effort and ability 
9. People who work hard have the most opportunities for advancement 
10. Employers always hire the most skilled candidate for a job 
11. In organizations, rewards are determined primarily by employees’ effort 
 
Social Mobility Beliefs 
The distribution of incomes within the United States can be split into five groups which are often 
referred to as quintiles. Individuals fall into one of these quintiles based on their income, and this 
can be one measure of social standing. The first quintile represents the poorest 20%, the second 
quintile represents the second poorest 20%, the third quintile represents the middle 20%, the 
fourth quintile represents the second richest 20%, and the fifth quintile represents the richest 
20%.  
 
Now imagine a randomly selected American born to a family in the bottom 20% in terms of 
income (i.e. in the first quintile), what is the likelihood that they will…..  
 
1. Remain in the bottom 20% as an adult 
2. Rise to the second poorest 20% as an adult 
3. Rise to the middle 20% as an adult 
4. Rise to the second richest 20% as an adult 
5. Rise to the richest 20% as an adult 
 
Now imagine a randomly selected American born to a family in the top 20% in terms of income 
(i.e. in the fifth quintile), what is the likelihood that they will…..  
 
1. Remain in the top 20% as an adult 
2. Fall to the second richest 20% as an adult 
3. Fall to the middle 20% as an adult 
4. Fall to the second poorest 20% as an adult 
5. Fall to the poorest 20% as an adult 
MAINTAINING THE AMERICAN DREAM                                                                            128 
 
   
 
How many of the 100 top college and university students would be from the top 20% of income 
families? 
 
How many of the 100 top college and university students would be from the bottom 20% of 
income families? 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
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  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Past, Present, Future Subjective Social Class 
We would like to learn about how you view your social class now, as well as your social class 
while growing up, and your social class in the future. For each of the questions below, the top of 
the ladder (i.e. a score of 10) are people who are the best off-those who have the most education 
and the most respected jobs. At the bottom (i.e. a score of 0) are the people who are the worst 
off- who have the least money, least education, and the least respected jobs or no job. The higher 
up you are on this ladder, the closer you are to the people at the very top; the lower you are, the 
closer you are to the people at the very bottom.    
 
1. Where would you place yourself on this ladder now? 
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Ø Please select one rung in the middle column that you think represents where you 
stand at this time in your life, relative to other people in the United States. 
2. Where would you place yourself on this ladder in the past (i.e. while you were growing 
up)? 
Ø Please select one rung in the left column that you think represents where you 
stood at this time in your life, relative to other people in the United States. 
3. Where would you place yourself on this ladder in the future (i.e. in approximately 10 
years)? 
Ø Please select one rung in the right column that you think represents where you 
will stand at this time in your life, relative to other people in the United States. 
 
STEP 2 STEP 1 (*START HERE*) STEP 3 
Your social class 
growing up 
 
Your social class right 
now 
 
Your social class 10 
years from now 
 
BEST OFF 
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Appendix A.2: Study 1 Supplemental Analyses 
Table A.2.1 
 Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 1 within the success condition. 
 Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Attributions for Success 
1. Internal  6.28 (.92) 1            
2. Societal  3.58 (1.45) .12* 1           
3. Fatalistic  3.68 (.203) -.08 .24*** 1          
General Perceptions 
4. Hard work 6.62 (.74) .59*** -.07 -.13* 1         
5. Competence 6.37 (.86) .53*** -.001 -.09 .58*** 1        
6. Family support 4.27 (1.72) .01 .23*** .18** .02 .02 1       
7. Public support 4.42 (1.36) -.04 .36*** .18** -.04 -.02 .29*** 1      
8. Economic 
disadvantage 
5.17 (1.24) .08 -.10† .07 .12* .01 -.10† .002 1     




4.91 (1.86) .08 .26*** -.05 .04 -.001 .09 .11* -.07 .05 1   
11. Meritocracy 
beliefs 
4.13 (1.37) .11† .30*** .01 .03 .004 .16** .10† .08 .04 .71*** 1.  




.04 .20** .02 .00 -.01 .18** .18** -.10† .01 .33*** .37*** 1 
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Table A.2.2  
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 1 within the failure condition. 
Note. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
Attributions for Failure 
1. Internal 2.14 (1.36) 1              
2. Societal 5.41 (1.28) -.30*** 1             
3. Privileged 
groups 




2.74 (1.84) .26*** -.04 .37*** 1           
5. Fatalistic  3.81 (1.94) -.08 .25*** .16** .11† 1          
General Perceptions 
6. Hard work 6.21 (.97) -.56*** .38*** .08 -.09 .11† 1         
7. Competence 5.77 (1.10) -.54*** .25*** .14* -.10† .08 .66*** 1        
8. Family 
support 
3.56 (1.74) .02 -.06 .09 .15** .10† .03 .19** 1       
9. Public 
support 




5.70 (1.29) -.29*** .45*** .08 -.09 .14* .42*** .34*** -.07 -.19** 1     




4.49 (1.83) .34*** -.38*** -.22*** .17** -.10† -.30*** -.22*** -.04 .17** -.31*** .45*** 1   
13. Meritocracy 
beliefs 
3.74 (1.37) .35*** -.30*** -.15** .20** -.04 -.21*** -.15** .02 .23*** -.23*** .39*** .73*** 1  





.19** -.08 -.05 .13* -.07 -.01 .08 .09 .16** -.10† .15** .20** .23*** 1 
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Appendix B.1: Study 2 Questionnaire 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slide bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Condition Pre-amble (All Participants) 
We are interested in gaining insight into individuals’ perceptions of various types of societies. 
On the following page you will be exposed to one type of society using a hypothetical 
scenario. Please try to envision as clearly as possible what this society might look like, 
regardless of any similarities or differences that it may have to societies that you have 
personally lived in.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario: Outcome and Target Manipulations 
Self/Failure 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine that you live in this society, and based on the education, careers, and incomes of 
your parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your 
parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result 
their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the 
basic needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower 
income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help 
you go to college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of 
career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving 
was extremely difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if 
you are able to get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and 
be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing your academic performance, and your relationship, so you work 
most weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. You put almost all the money you make 
from this part time job into a savings account for next year. But you know even with your 
savings you are still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, you 
will likely be able to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. 
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You decide that this means that you have to apply for scholarships, and you know that you need 
to increase your grades from last year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put 
more time towards studying and look for support in areas that you are really struggling with, but 
it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork. 
 
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, but unfortunately, you will not receive any of the scholarships. 
Sadly, your partner does not get into college, and because you are moving away for school, you 
two decide to part ways. Finances will be tight but after creating a budget you determine that if 
you work a substantial number of hours a week while at college you should be able to make 
ends meet. A year and a half into your four-year program it becomes clear that you will have to 
drop out of college. You move back to your hometown and are able to find a job in a factory 
that pays roughly the same wage as what you parents make which means that you are still 
relatively low in social class. Three years later you are still in this job and this causes you to 
stop and reflect that around this time you would have been graduating with your degree. 
 
Self/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine that you live in this society, and based on the education, careers, and incomes of 
your parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your 
parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result 
their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the 
basic needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower 
income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help 
you go to college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of 
career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving 
was extremely difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if 
you are able to get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and 
be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing your academic performance, and your relationship, so you work 
most weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. You put almost all the money you make 
from this part time job into a savings account for next year. But you know even with your 
savings you are still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, you 
will likely be able to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. 
You decide that this means that you have to apply for scholarships, and you know that you need 
to increase your grades from last year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put 
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more time towards studying and look for support in areas that you are really struggling with, but 
it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork. 
  
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, and fortunately, you will receive a partial scholarship- this will 
help out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, your partner does not get into 
college, and because you are moving away for school, you two decide to part ways. Finances 
will still be fairly tight but after creating a budget you determine that if you work a substantial 
number of hours a week while at college you should be able to make ends meet. A year and a 
half into your four-year program you are adjusting well and are still able to afford tuition and 
living expenses. After four years you graduate with your degree and after a short search period 
are able to find a good job in your chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than 
what your parents make, which means that you are now middle class.  
 
Other/Failure 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
 
Now imagine an individual named Paul who lives in this society, and based on the education, 
careers, and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. 
Both of his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education 
and as a result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid 
enough to meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul 
grew up in a lower income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and 
had very few resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save 
money to help him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider 
range of career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and 
saving was extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe 
that if he is able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class 
and be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, Paul's goal is 
to complete a college degree.  
 
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing his academic performance, and his relationship, so he works most 
weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. He puts almost all the money he makes from 
this part time job into a savings account for next year. But he knows even with his savings he is 
still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, he will likely be able 
to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. Paul decides that 
this means that he has to apply for scholarships, and he knows that he needs to increase his 
grades from last year if he wants to be a competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards 
studying and look for support in areas that he is really struggling with, but it’s hard to always 
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find time for schoolwork. 
 
Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, but unfortunately, he will not receive any of the scholarships. 
Sadly, his partner does not get into college, and because he is moving away for school, they 
decide to part ways. Finances will be tight but after creating a budget he determines that if 
he works a substantial number of hours a week while at college, he should be able to make 
ends meet. A year and a half into his four-year program it becomes clear that he will have to 
drop out of college. He moves back to his hometown and is able to find a job in a factory that 
pays roughly the same wage as what his parents make which means that Paul is still 
relatively low in social class. Three years later he is still in this job and this causes him to stop 
and reflect that around this time he would have been graduating with his degree.  
 
Other/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine a hypothetical society in which most individuals strongly 
believe that effort is rewarded fairly, and hard work pays off. Although some people in this 
society start off lower in social class than others, it is often communicated within in this society 
that these individuals will be able to successfully get ahead in life (i.e. become higher in social 
class over time) if they are motivated, competent, and work hard enough. 
  
Now imagine an individual named Paul who lives in this society, and based on the education, 
careers, and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. 
Both of his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education 
and as a result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid 
enough to meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul 
grew up in a lower income neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and 
had very few resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save 
money to help him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider 
range of career options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and 
saving was extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe 
that if he is able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class 
and be in a more comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, Paul's goal is 
to complete a college degree.  
 
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to pick up as many hours as 
possible without sacrificing his academic performance, and his relationship, so he works most 
weekends and typically 2-3 days during the week. He puts almost all the money he makess from 
this part time job into a savings account for next year. But he knows even with his savings he is 
still not going to be able to cover all of the costs associated with colleges, he will likely be able 
to receive some money from financial aid but even this will not be enough. Paul decides that 
this means that he has to apply for scholarships, and he knows that he needs to increase his 
grades from last year if he wants to be a competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards 
studying and look for support in areas that he is really struggling with, but it’s hard to always 
find time for schoolwork. 
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Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, and fortunately, he will receive a partial scholarship- this will help 
out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, his partner does not get into college, 
and because he is moving away for school, they decide to part ways. Finances will still be fairly 
tight but after creating a budget he determines that if he works a substantial number of hours a 
week while at college, he should be able to make ends meet. A year and a half into his four-year 
program Paul is adjusting well and is still able to afford tuition and living expenses. After four 
years he graduates with his degree and after a short search period is able to find a good job in 
his chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than what his parents make, which 
means that he is now middle class. 
 
Attributions  
In the previous section of the study we asked you to imagine a scenario in which you [an 
individual named Paul] tried to move up in social class. Now, we are interested in your thoughts 
on why you [Paul] may have experienced the outcome that you [he] did. Please rate the extent to 
which you believe each of the factors contributed to the outcome you imagined [Paul] 
experiencing at the end of the scenario.  
 




     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work 
2. A lot of hard work 
3. A Lack of ambition and motivation 
4. A lot of ambition and motivation 
5. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
6. A lot of talent, skill, and/or competence 
7. Equal access to education 
8. Unequal access to education  
9. Too few opportunities for financial support 
10. A lot of opportunities for financial support 
11. Too many competing life responsibilities 
12. Few competing life responsibilities 
13. Individuals with privilege, who are more deserving, took the majority of the resources 
(e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
14. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
15. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are more deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
16. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
17. Good Luck 
18. Bad Luck 
 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     139 
 
   
 
General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did you [Paul] deserve the outcome you [he] experienced? 
How hard-working were you [was Paul]? 
How competent were you [was Paul]? 
How much did you [Paul] receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you [Paul] receive public support and/or assistance? 
How economically disadvantaged were you [was Paul]? 
 
Policy Support 
We are interested in learning about your support for a variety of policies. Please indicate the 
extent to which you support each of the following policies using the scale provided.  





        I 
completely 
support 
this policy  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the bottom 20%, in order to boost their 
disposable income and reduce financial stress  
2. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the top 20%, in order to enhance the 
economy and create jobs  
3. Increasing government funding for scholarships specifically for individuals who grew up 
low in social class 
4. Introducing free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds 
5. Increasing the social safety net by diverting more funds to welfare and unemployment 
programs 
6. Introducing a stricter college admissions process aimed at identifying and preventing 
instances of favoritism towards individuals who grew up high in social class 
7. Closing “legacy programs” which are college admissions criteria that prioritize 
admissions to family members of wealthy alumni  
8. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from 
minority racial and ethnic groups 
9. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from 
lower socioeconomic classes  
10. Implementing stricter immigration laws to prevent individuals from other countries 
taking resources and jobs away from Americans 
11. Increasing government spending on refugee resettlement programs that will allow 
individuals to have a "fresh start" in America 
12. Requiring colleges to accept the same percentage of individuals from each 
socioeconomic class (i.e. lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, upper) 
 
Policies to reduce structural barriers: Items 1, 3, 4, 5 
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Policies to reduce wealthy privilege: Items 6, 7 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on race: Item 8 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on social class: Items 9, 12 
Stricter immigration laws: Item 10, 11(reverse coded) 
Exploratory: Item 2 
 
Manipulation Check 
In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier did you [Paul] complete your [his] college degree? 
  Yes 
  No 
  Not sure 




  Not sure 




  Not sure 
 
Fluency/Relatability  
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. How easy was it to imagine yourself [Paul] in the hypothetical scenario you read earlier? 
2. How strongly did you identify with the experiences described in the hypothetical 
scenario? 
3. To what extent was this scenario [Paul’s experiences] self-relevant (i.e. similar to your 
own lived experiences)? 
 
System Defense 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. In general, the American political system operates as it should 
3. American society needs to be radically restructured 
4. The United States is the best country in the world to live in 
5. Most policies serve the greater good 
6. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
7. Our society is getting worse every year 
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8. Society is set up so the people usually get what they deserve 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
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  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
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Appendix B.2: Study 2 Supplemental Analyses 
Support for Stricter Immigration Policies  
 To test whether affirmative action group attributions would mediate the relationship 
between political orientation and policy support in the failure condition we selected participants 
in the failure condition and conducted a mediation model wherein political orientation was the 
predictor, affirmative action group attributions were the mediator and support for stricter 
immigration laws was the outcome. An equivalent model was not run in the success condition as 
affirmative action group attributions were only relevant to the failure condition. Results indicated 
that within the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of political orientation on 
support for stricter immigration laws through affirmative action group attributions, ab = .36, 95% 
BootCI [.17, .59]. Within the failure condition, conservatives made more affirmative action 
group attributions than liberals, a = 1.18, p < .001, 95% CI [.81, 1.56], which in turn predicted 
higher support for stricter immigration laws, b = .31, p < .001, 95% CI [.16, .46].  
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Table B.2.1 
Mean fluency, identification, and relevance of the hypothetical scenario in the self and other 








Note. Standard deviation in brackets.
 Self Other 
Fluency 5.95 (1.22) 6.24 (1.04) 
Identification 5.17 (1.54) 5.02 (1.57) 
Self-Relevance 4.60 (1.75) 4.53 (1.79) 
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Table B.2.2 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 2 within the success conditions.  
Note. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 Mean 
(SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
Attributions for Success 
1. Internal 6.13 
(1.06) 
1             
2. Societal 3.57 
(1.34) 
.14* 1            
3. Fatalistic  3.52 
(1.91) 
.01 .08 1           
General Perceptions 
4. Hard work 6.55 
(.87) 
.52*** .02 -.05 1          
5. Competence 6.33 
(.84) 
.48*** .08 -.07 .60*** 1         
6. Public support 4.34 
(1.33) 
.06 .21*** .09 -.05 .04 1        
7. Deserving 6.31 
(1.05) 











.04 -.04 -.06 .08 .08 -.03 .08 .45*** 1     




-.05 .00 .19** -.06 -.06 .12* -.03 .66*** .33*** 1    
11. Affirm. action 
social class  
5.73 
(2.57) 











.06 .20*** -.01 .06 .14* -.02 .04 -.47*** -.31*** -.34*** -.32*** .45*** 1 
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Table B.2.3 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 2 within the failure conditions.  
 Mean 
(SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
Attributions for Failure   
1. Internal 2.07 
(1.34) 
1               
2. Societal 5.40 
(1.37) 










.27*** -.11† .23*** 1            
5. Fatalistic  3.50 
(2.11) 
-.02 .14* .32*** .10† 1           
General Perceptions   
6. Hard work 6.16 
(1.03) 
-.61*** .42*** .12* -.10† .06 1          
7. Competence 5.72 
(1.17) 





.27*** -.23*** -.04 .15* -.02 -.25*** -.21*** 1        
9. Deserving 2.49 
(1.59) 
.59*** -.50*** -.14* .14* -.14* -.54*** -.46*** .37*** 1       


























.33*** -.36*** -.11† .38*** -.06 -.27*** -.25*** .07 .32*** -.64*** -.15** -.60*** -.49 1  





.34*** -.43*** -.26 -.20** -.19** -.35*** -.30*** .22*** .46*** -.61*** -.32*** -.43*** -.39*** .52*** 1 
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Note. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Appendix C.1: Study 3 Questionnaire 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slide bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Condition Pre-amble (All Participants) 
On the next page you will be asked to read through a hypothetical scenario about social class 
mobility. Please try to envision as clearly as possible the experiences described in this 
scenario, regardless of any similarities to or differences from your own lived experiences.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario: Outcome and Target Manipulations 
Self/Failure  
Please take a moment to imagine that based on the education, careers, and incomes of your 
parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your parents 
completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result their 
career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the basic 
needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower income 
neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few resources for 
helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help you go to 
college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of career options 
than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving was extremely 
difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if you are able to 
get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and be in a more 
comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to complete a 
college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible, but you find it difficult to work, keep up with your schoolwork, and spend time with 
your friends and romantic partner. Although you do spend some of your earnings of leisure 
activities, you try to put a lot of your paycheck into a savings account for next year. But you 
know even with your savings you are still not going to be able to cover the costs of college. You 
learn that, you will be able get some financial aid but not nearly enough. You decide that you 
should apply for scholarships, but you know that you need to increase your grades from last 
year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put more time towards studying and 
seeking out extra assistance in subjects you are struggling with, but it’s hard to always find time 
for schoolwork and your final grades end up being pretty good, but lower than you had hoped. 
 
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, and fortunately, you will receive a partial scholarship- this will 
help out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, your partner does not get into 
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college, and because you are moving away for school, you two decide to part ways. Finances 
will still be quite tight but after creating a budget you determine that if you work a substantial 
number of hours while at college you should be able to make ends meet. After your first 
semester, you’re still hopeful that you will be able to complete your degree, make some new 
friends, and enjoy the college experience. However, working so much makes it hard to maintain 
a high enough GPA for further financial assistance. A year and a half into your four-year 
program you are still barely managing to pass your classes, while working enough to afford 
tuition and living expenses. Your debt is increasing. As expenses and fees keep rising it 
ultimately becomes clear that you will have to drop out of college. You move back to your 
hometown and are able to find a job in a factory that pays roughly the same wage as what 
you parents make which means that you are still relatively low in social class. Three years 
later you are still in this job and this causes you to stop and reflect that around this time you 
would have been graduating with your degree. 
 
Self/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine that based on the education, careers, and incomes of your 
parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your parents 
completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result their 
career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the basic 
needs of your family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, you grew up in a lower income 
neighbourhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few resources for 
helping struggling students. Although your parents wanted to save money to help you go to 
college so that you could further your education and in turn have a wider range of career options 
than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving was extremely 
difficult. You know that your parents and your romantic partner all believe that if you are able to 
get into and complete college that you will be able to move up in social class and be in a more 
comfortable position than they are currently. For these reasons, your goal is to complete a 
college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, you get a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. You try to pick up as many hours as 
possible, but you find it difficult to work, keep up with your schoolwork, and spend time with 
your friends and romantic partner. Although you do spend some of your earnings of leisure 
activities, you try to put a lot of your paycheck into a savings account for next year. But you 
know even with your savings you are still not going to be able to cover the costs of college. You 
learn that, you will be able get some financial aid but not nearly enough. You decide that you 
should apply for scholarships, but you know that you need to increase your grades from last 
year if you want to be a competitive applicant. You try to put more time towards studying and 
seeking out extra assistance in subjects you are struggling with, but it’s hard to always find time 
for schoolwork and your final grades end up being pretty good, but lower than you had hoped. 
 
Near the end of the school year you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to, and fortunately, you will receive a partial scholarship- this will 
help out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, your partner does not get into 
college, and because you are moving away for school, you two decide to part ways. Finances 
will still be quite tight but after creating a budget you determine that if you work a substantial 
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number of hours while at college you should be able to make ends meet. After your first 
semester, you’re still hopeful that you will be able to complete your degree, make some new 
friends, and enjoy the college experience. However, working so much makes it hard to maintain 
a high enough GPA for further financial assistance. A year and a half into your four-year 
program you are still barely managing to pass your classes, while working enough to afford 
tuition and living expenses. Your debt is increasing. Expenses and fees keep rising but you keep 
pushing forward. Finally, after four years you graduate with your degree and after a short period 
are able to find a good job in your chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than 
what your parents make, which means that you are now middle class.  
 
Other/Failure 
Please take a moment to imagine an individual named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to 
meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul grew up in a 
lower income neighborhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save money to help 
him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider range of career 
options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving was 
extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe that if he is 
able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class. For these 
reasons, Paul's goal is to complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to work a fair number of hours, but 
he finds it difficult to work, keep up with his schoolwork, and spend time with his friends and 
romantic partner. Although he does spend some of his earnings on leisure activities, he tries to 
put a lot of his paycheck into a savings account for next year. But he knows that even with his 
savings he is still not going to be able to cover the costs of college. Paul learns that he will be 
able to get some financial aid but not nearly enough. He decides that he should apply for 
scholarships, but he knows that he needs to increase his grades from last year if he wants to be a 
competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards studying and seeking out extra 
assistance in subjects he is struggling with, but it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork and 
his final grades end up being pretty good, but lower than he had hoped. 
 
Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, and fortunately, he will receive a partial scholarship- this will help 
out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, his partner does not get into college, 
and because he is moving away for school, they decide to part ways. Finances will still be quite 
tight but after creating a budget he determines that if he works a substantial number of 
hours while at college he should be able to make ends meet. After his first semester, Paul is still 
hopeful that he will be able to complete his degree, make some new friends and enjoy the college 
experience. However, working so much makes it hard to maintain a high enough 
GPA for further financial assistance. A year and a half into his four-year program he is still 
barely managing to pass his classes, while working enough to afford tuition and living 
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expenses. His debt is increasing. As expenses and fees keep rising, it ultimately becomes clear 
that he will have to drop out of college. He moves back to his hometown and is able to find a 
job in a factory that pays roughly the same wage as what his parents make which means 
that Paul is still relatively low in social class. Three years later he is still in this job and this 




Please take a moment to imagine an individual named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to 
meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. As a result, Paul grew up in a 
lower income neighborhood and went to schools that received limited funding and had very few 
resources for helping struggling students. Although his parents wanted to save money to help 
him go to college so that he could further his education and in turn have a wider range of career 
options than they had themselves, they did not have much disposable income and saving was 
extremely difficult. Paul knows that his parents and his romantic partner all believe that if he is 
able to get into and complete college that he will be able to move up in social class. For these 
reasons, Paul's goal is to complete a college degree.  
  
In the last year of high school, Paul gets a part-time job in order to save money for application 
fees, as well as tuition and living expenses next year. He tries to work a fair number of hours, but 
he finds it difficult to work, keep up with his schoolwork, and spend time with his friends and 
romantic partner. Although he does spend some of his earnings on leisure activities, he tries to 
put a lot of his paycheck into a savings account for next year. But he knows that even with his 
savings he is still not going to be able to cover the costs of college. Paul learns that he will be 
able to get some financial aid but not nearly enough. He decides that he should apply for 
scholarships, but he knows that he needs to increase his grades from last year if he wants to be a 
competitive applicant. He tries to put more time towards studying and seeking out extra 
assistance in subjects he is struggling with, but it’s hard to always find time for schoolwork and 
his final grades end up being pretty good, but lower than he had hoped. 
 
Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, and fortunately, he will receive a partial scholarship- this will help 
out with some expenses but not cover everything. Sadly, his partner does not get into college, 
and because he is moving away for school, they decide to part ways. Finances will still be quite 
tight but after creating a budget he determines that if he works a substantial number of 
hours while at college he should be able to make ends meet. After his first semester, Paul is still 
hopeful that he will be able to complete his degree, make some new friends and enjoy the college 
experience. However, working so much makes it hard to maintain a high enough 
GPA for further financial assistance. A year and a half into his four-year program he is still 
barely managing to pass his classes, while working enough to afford tuition and living 
expenses. His debt is increasing. Expenses and fees keep rising, but he keeps pushing forward. 
Finally, after four years Paul graduates with his degree and after a short search period is able to 
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find a good job in his chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than what his 
parents make, which means that Paul is now middle class.  
 
Attributions  
In the previous section of the study we asked you to imagine a scenario in which you [an 
individual named Paul] tried to move up in social class. Now, we are interested in your thoughts 
on why you [Paul] may have experienced the outcome that you [he] did. Please rate the extent to 
which you believe each of the factors contributed to the outcome you imagined [Paul] 
experiencing at the end of the scenario.  
 




     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work and motivation 
2. A lot of hard work and motivation 
3. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
4. A lot of talent, skill, and/or competence 
5. Too few opportunities for financial support 
6. A lot of opportunities for financial support 
7. Too many competing life responsibilities 
8. Few competing life responsibilities 
9. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
10. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
11. Good Luck 
12. Bad Luck 
 
General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did you [Paul] deserve the outcome you [he] experienced? 
How hard-working were you [was Paul]? 
How competent were you [was Paul]? 
To what extent did you [Paul] effectively budget your [his] money and prioritize saving 
for/spending your [his] money on school expenses? 
To what extent did you [Paul] prioritize work and school over other areas of your [his] life (i.e. 
relationships, leisure)? 
How much did you [Paul] receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you [Paul] receive public support and/or assistance? 
How economically disadvantaged were you [was Paul]? 
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Policy Support 
We are interested in learning about your support for a variety of policies. Please indicate the extent 
to which you support each of the following policies using the scale provided.  









1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
1. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the bottom 20%, in order to boost their 
disposable income and reduce financial stress 
2. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the top 20%, in order to enhance the economy 
and create jobs 
3. Increasing government funding for scholarships specifically for individuals who grew up 
low in social class 
4. Introducing free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds 
5. Increasing the social safety net by diverting more funds to welfare and unemployment 
programs 
6. Introducing a stricter college admissions process aimed at identifying and preventing 
instances of favoritism towards individuals who grew up high in social class 
7. Closing “legacy programs” which are college admissions criteria that prioritize admissions 
to family members of wealthy alumni  
8. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from 
minority racial and ethnic groups 
9. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from lower 
socioeconomic classes  
10. Implementing stricter immigration laws to prevent individuals from other countries taking 
resources and jobs away from Americans 
11. Increasing government spending on refugee resettlement programs that will allow 
individuals to have a "fresh start" in America 
12. Requiring colleges to accept the same percentage of individuals from each 
socioeconomic class (i.e. lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, upper) 
 
Policies to reduce structural barriers: Items 1, 3, 4, 5 
Policies to reduce wealthy privilege: Items 6, 7 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on race: Item 8 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on social class: Items 9, 12 
Stricter immigration laws: Item 10, 11(reverse coded) 
Exploratory: Item 2 
 
Manipulation Check 
In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier did you [Paul] complete your [his] college degree? 
  Yes 
  No 
  Not sure 
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  Not sure 




  Not sure 
 
Fluency/Relatability  
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. How easy was it to imagine yourself [Paul] in the hypothetical scenario you read earlier? 
2. How strongly did you identify with the experiences described in the hypothetical 
scenario? 
3. To what extent was this scenario [Paul’s experiences] self-relevant (i.e. similar to your 
own lived experiences)? 
 
System Defense 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. In general, the American political system operates as it should 
3. American society needs to be radically restructured 
4. The United States is the best country in the world to live in 
5. Most policies serve the greater good 
6. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
7. Our society is getting worse every year 
8. Society is set up so the people usually get what they deserve 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     156 
 
   
 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 
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  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix C.2: Study 3 Supplemental Analyses 
Stricter Immigration Laws 
To examine whether affirmative action group attributions would mediate the relationship 
between political orientation and policy support in the failure condition, we selected participants 
in the failure condition and conducted a mediation model (see Study 2 for more detail). Within 
the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of political orientation on support for 
stricter immigration laws through affirmative action group attributions, ab = .36, 95% BootCI 
[.17, .59]. Within the failure condition conservatives made more affirmative action group 
attributions than liberals, a = 1.04, p < .001, 95% CI [.67, 1.42], which in turn predicted higher 
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Table C.2.1 
Mean fluency, identification, and relevance of the hypothetical scenario in the self and other 








Note. Standard deviation in brackets.
 Self Other 
Fluency 5.89 (1.18) 6.23 (1.07) 
Identification 5.03 (1.76) 5.09 (1.58) 
Self-Relevance 4.57 (1.90) 4.43 (1.89) 
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Table C.2.2 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 3 within the success conditions.  
 Mean 
(SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
Attributions for Success   
1. Internal 5.84 
(1.30) 
1               
2. Societal 2.67 
(1.29) 
.03 1              
3. Fatalistic  3.22 
(1.87) 
.07 .24*** 1             
General Perceptions   
4. Hard work 9.40 
(2.06) 
.31*** -.15** -.10† 1            
5. Competence 8.78 
(1.43) 
.34*** -.02 -.09† .61*** 1           
6. Public support 5.82 
(1.87) 
.05 .29*** .12* .05 .03 1          
7. Deserving 8.75 
(1.84) 










.23*** -.10† .002 .48*** .37*** .11† .31*** .56*** 1       
Policy Support   
10. Structural barriers 7.05 
(2.55) 
.13* -.15** .22*** .18** .11* .05 .05 .20*** .18** 1      
11. Wealthy privilege 7.13 
(2.38) 
.16** -.05 .05 .26*** .19** .10† .22*** .27*** .23*** .33*** 1     




.01 .002 .17** .07 .05 .05 -.04 .08 .11† .60*** .31*** 1    
13. Affirm. action 
social class  
5.57 
(2.71) 





.07 .20*** -.12* -.01 .05 .01 .08 -.13* -.06 -.56*** -.16** -.54*** -.33*** 1  
Additional Measures   
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-.03 .20*** -.09† -.13* -.03 .05 .03 -.13* -.07 -.52*** -.20*** -.38*** -.37*** .42*** 1 
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Table C.2.3 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 3 within the failure conditions.  
 Mean 
(SD) 
6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
Attributions for Failure 
1. Internal 2.33 
(1.42) 
-.53*** -.48*** .23*** .58*** -.34*** -.41*** -.27*** -20*** -.07 -.18** .24*** .29*** 
2. Societal 5.81 
(1.23) 





.14* .28*** -.01 -.09 .23*** .17** .36*** .21*** .27*** .38*** -.19*** -.31*** 




-.11* -.03 .09† .28*** -.03 -.04 .16** -.10† -.14* -.06 .29*** .16** 
5. Fatalistic  3.54 
(2.00) 
.08 .09† -.08 -.11† .09 .12* .18** .06 .18** .22*** -.14* -.20*** 
General Perceptions 
6. Hard work 8.54 
(1.52) 
1 .63*** .02 -.47*** .58*** .53*** .35*** .23*** .19** .27*** -.23*** -.18** 
7. Competence 7.69 
(1.74) 
 1 -.05 -.37*** .61*** .56*** .44*** .28*** .28*** .41*** -.29*** -.18** 
8. Public support 5.40 
(1.72) 
  1 .14* -.01 -.06 -.10† .03 .04 -.04 .15** .16** 
9. Deserving 3.51 
(2.45) 





















       1 .36*** .46*** -.21*** -.28*** 




        1 .74*** -.52*** -.32*** 
15. Affirm. action 
social class  
5.56 
(2.64) 





          1 .51*** 
Additional Measures 
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Note. For the sake of space, the intercorrelations among the attribution items within the failure condition are not included. They can be found in 





           1 
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Intercorrelations among the attribution items within the failure condition (Study 3) 
 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Internal 1     
2. Societal -.40*** 1    
3. Privileged  -.06 .22*** 1   
4. Affirm. action 
attributions 
.34*** -.04 .38*** 1  
5. Fatalistic  -.04 .18** .13* .08 1 
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Appendix D.1: Study 4 Questionnaire 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slider bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Condition Pre-amble (All Participants) 
On the next page you will be asked to read through a hypothetical scenario about social class 
mobility. Please try to envision as clearly as possible the experiences described in this 
scenario, regardless of any similarities to or differences from your own lived experiences.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario: Outcome and Target Manipulations 
Self/Failure  
Please take a moment to imagine that based on the education, careers, and incomes of your 
parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your parents 
completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result their 
career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the basic 
needs of your family, but money was still quite tight.  For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they had. 
 
Near the end of high school, you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to. A year and a half into your four-year program you are no longer 
able to able to afford tuition and living expenses, and it becomes clear that you will have to 
drop out of college. You move back to your hometown and are able to find a job in a factory 
that pays roughly the same wage as what you parents make which means that you are still 
relatively low in social class. Three years later you are still in this job and this causes you to 
stop and reflect that around this time you would have been graduating with your degree. 
 
Self/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine that based on the education, careers, and incomes of your 
parents you are considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of your parents 
completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a result their 
career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to meet the basic 
needs of your family, but money was still quite tight.  For these reasons, your goal is to 
complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they had. 
  
Near the end of high school, you find out that you have been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that you applied to.  A year and a half into your four-year program you are still able to 
afford tuition and living expenses, and it becomes clear that you will be able to stay in 
college. After four years of college you graduate with your degree and after a short search period 
are able to find a good job in your chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than 
what your parents make, which means that you are now middle class.  
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Please take a moment to imagine an individual named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to 
meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight.  For these reasons, Paul's 
goal is to complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they 
had. 
  
Near the end of high school Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four colleges 
that he applied to.  A year and a half into his four-year program he is no longer able to able to 
afford tuition and living expenses, and it becomes clear that he will have to drop out of 
college. He moves back to his hometown and is able to find a job in a factory that pays 
roughly the same wage as what his parents make which means that Paul is still relatively 
low in social class. Three years later Paul is still in this job and this causes him to stop and 
reflect that around this time he would have been graduating with his degree. 
 
Other/Success 
Please take a moment to imagine an individual named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to 
meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight.  For these reasons, Paul's 
goal is to complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they 
had. 
  
Near the end of high school Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four colleges 
that he applied to.  A year and a half into his four-year program he is still able to afford 
tuition and living expenses, and it becomes clear that he will be able to stay in college. After 
four years of college Paul graduates with his degree and after a short search period is able to 
find a good job in his chosen field that pays a substantially higher wage than what his 
parents make, which means that Paul is now middle class.  
  
Attributions  
In the previous section of the study we asked you to imagine a scenario in which you [an 
individual named Paul] tried to move up in social class. Now, we are interested in your thoughts 
on why you [Paul] may have experienced the outcome that you [he] did. Please rate the extent to 
which you believe each of the factors contributed to the outcome you imagined [Paul] 





1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work and motivation 
2. A lot of hard work and motivation 
3. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
4. A lot of talent, skill, and/or competence 
5. Too few opportunities for financial support 
6. A lot of opportunities for financial support 
7. Too many competing life responsibilities 
8. Few competing life responsibilities 
9. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
10. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
11. Good Luck 
12. Bad Luck 
 
General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did you [Paul] deserve the outcome you [he] experienced? 
How hard-working were you [was Paul]? 
How competent were you [was Paul]? 
To what extent did you [Paul] effectively budget your [his] money and prioritize saving 
for/spending your [his] money on school expenses? 
To what extent did you [Paul] prioritize work and school over other areas of your [his] life (i.e. 
relationships, leisure)? 
How much did you [Paul] receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you [Paul] receive public support and/or assistance? 
Undeserving students from affirmative action groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
Undeserving students from wealthy/privileged groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
How economically disadvantaged were you [was Paul]? 
 
Policy Support 
We are interested in learning about your support for a variety of policies. Please indicate the extent 
to which you support each of the following policies using the scale provided.  
 
 
I do not 
support 
        I 
completely 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     169 
 







1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
1. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the bottom 20%, in order to boost their 
disposable income and reduce financial stress 
2. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the top 20%, in order to enhance the economy 
and create jobs 
3. Increasing government funding for scholarships specifically for individuals who grew up 
low in social class 
4. Introducing free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds 
5. Increasing the social safety net by diverting more funds to welfare and unemployment 
programs 
6. Introducing a stricter college admissions process aimed at identifying and preventing 
instances of favoritism towards individuals who grew up high in social class 
7. Closing “legacy programs” which are college admissions criteria that prioritize admissions 
to family members of wealthy alumni  
8. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from 
minority racial and ethnic groups 
9. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from lower 
socioeconomic classes  
10. Implementing stricter immigration laws to prevent individuals from other countries taking 
resources and jobs away from Americans 
11. Increasing government spending on refugee resettlement programs that will allow 
individuals to have a "fresh start" in America 
12. Requiring colleges to accept the same percentage of individuals from each 
socioeconomic class (i.e. lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, upper) 
 
Policies to reduce structural barriers: Items 1, 3, 4, 5 
Policies to reduce wealthy privilege: Items 6, 7 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on race: Item 8 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on social class: Items 9, 12 
Stricter immigration laws: Item 10, 11(reverse coded) 
Exploratory: Item 2 
 
Manipulation Check 
In the hypothetical scenario you read earlier did you [Paul] complete your [his] college degree? 
  Yes 
  No 
  Not sure 
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  Not sure 




  Not sure 
 
Exploratory Open-ended Question 
We are interested in learning more about the factors that you believe brought about the 
outcome in the hypothetical scenario that you read earlier. Please take a moment to describe 
why you believe this outcome occurred, and anything you think should have been done 





Effectiveness of Paths to Upward Mobility 
In the scenario you read at the beginning of the study you were asked to imagine a scenario in 
which you [an individual named Paul] were [was] trying to move up in social class. In the 
scenario you [he] chose to try to do this by completing a college degree but in reality, there are 
wide range of paths that you [he] could have taken. Please rate how effective you believe each of 
the following pathways would be for leading to upward social class mobility. 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Completing a college degree as in the scenario your read earlier 
Going to community college 
Starting a business 
Going to vocational school 
Starting at community college and then switching to a state college 
Starting in an entry level position within a company and trying to move up through hard work 
 
Fluency/Relatability  
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. How easy was it to imagine yourself [Paul] in the hypothetical scenario you read earlier? 
2. How strongly did you identify with the experiences described in the hypothetical 
scenario? 
3. To what extent was this scenario [Paul’s experiences] self-relevant (i.e. similar to your 
own lived experiences)? 
 
Truth of the American Dream 
The American Dream is defined as the belief that anyone from any background can climb the 
social ladder through effort and hard work. To what extent is true in America?  
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0% true _________________________________________________100% true 
 
System Defense 
Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
3. Society is set up so the people usually get what they deserve 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
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  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
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Appendix D.2: Study 4 Supplemental Analyses 
Stricter Immigration Laws 
To test our hypothesis that affirmative action group attributions would mediate the 
relationship between political orientation and policy support in the failure condition we selected 
participants in the failure condition and conducted a mediation model (Model 4; see Study 2 for 
more detail). As expected, within the failure condition there was a significant indirect effect of 
political orientation on support for stricter immigration laws through affirmative action group 
attributions, ab = .29, 95% BootCI [.12, .49]. Within the failure condition conservatives made 
more affirmative action group attributions than liberals, a = 1.00, p < .001, 95% CI [.62, 1.38], 
which in turn predicted higher support for stricter immigration laws, b = .29, p < .001, 95% CI 
[.15, .43]. 
Exploring Similarities in Attribution Ratings Across Studies 1-4 
Attributions for Success. The findings of Study 4 were extremely similar to the findings 
from the previous three studies, suggesting that reducing the information provided in the 
hypothetical scenario did not change the pattern of attributions in the success condition. 
However, to test this directly, a series of one-sample t-tests were used to examine whether the 
amount of internal, societal, and fatalistic attributions made in the success condition differed in 
this study (when minimal information was presented) relative to the past three studies. Note that 
although we suspected that removing the majority of the information from the scenario would 
not have an impact on the amount of each type of attribution made for success, we had no firm 
predictions concerning this and thus these analyses are purely exploratory. As a first step we 
calculated the average amount of internal, societal, and fatalistic attributions made in the success 
condition across the three studies.   
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     174 
 
   
 
The mean level of internal attributions for success in the previous three studies was as 
follows, Mstudy1 = 6.28, Mstudy2 = 6.15, Mstudy3 = 5.85, resulting in an overall mean of 6.09. The 
mean level of societal attributions for success in the previous three studies was as follows, Mstudy1 
= 3.58, Mstudy2 =3.60, Mstudy3 = 2.68, resulting in an overall mean of 3.28. The mean level of 
fatalistic attributions for success in the previous three studies was as follows, Mstudy1 = 3.67, Mstudy2 
= 3.52, Mstudy3 = 3.21, resulting in an overall mean of 3.47. These overall averages were then used 
as the test values in the one-sample t-tests. Results indicated that the amount of internal 
attributions for success in the present study did not significantly differ from the average amount 
made across the previous three studies, t(308) = -1.65, p = .100. Participants did however make 
significantly more societal attributions, t(308) = 12.74, p < .001, and fatalistic attributions, t(308) 
= 3.60, p < .001 for success in this study relative to the other three.  
Attributions for Failure. The findings of Study 4 are extremely similar to the findings 
from the previous three studies with respect to attributions within the failure condition as well. 
As in the success condition, a series of one-sample t-tests were used to examine whether the 
amount of internal, societal, privileged group, affirmative action group, and fatalistic attributions 
made in the failure condition differed in this study (when minimal information was presented) 
relative to the past three studies.  
The mean level of internal attributions for failure in the previous three studies was as 
follows, Mstudy1 = 2.17, Mstudy2 = 2.11, Mstudy3 = 2.32, resulting in an overall mean of 2.20. The 
mean level of societal attributions for failure in the previous three studies was as follows, Mstudy1 = 
5.38, Mstudy2 = 5.36, Mstudy3 = 5.80, resulting in an overall mean of 5.51. The mean level of 
privileged group attributions for failure in the previous three studies was as follows, Mstudy1 = 
3.22, Mstudy2 = 3.26, Mstudy3 = 2.96, resulting in an overall mean of 3.14. The mean level of 
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affirmative action group attributions for failure in the previous three studies was as follows, 
Mstudy1 = 2.77, Mstudy2 = 2.81, Mstudy3 = 2.74, resulting in an overall mean of 2.77. The mean level of 
fatalistic attributions for failure in the previous three studies was as follows, Mstudy1 = 3.77, Mstudy2 
= 3.49, Mstudy3 = 3.54, resulting in an overall mean of 3.60. These overall averages were then used 
as the test values in the one-sample t-tests. Results indicated that the amount of internal 
attributions, t(306) = .38, p = .708, privileged group attributions, t(304) = -.02, p = .983, and 
affirmative action group attributions, t(306) = .18, p = .854  made for failure in the present study 
did not significantly differ from the average amount made across the previous three studies. 
Participants did however make significantly less societal attributions, t(306) = -4.83, p < .001, 
and significantly more fatalistic attributions, t(305) = 2.32, p = .021, for failure in the present 
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Table D.2.1 
Mean fluency, identification, and relevance of the hypothetical scenario in the self and other 








Note. Standard deviation in brackets. 
 
 
 Self Other 
Fluency 6.01 (1.29) 6.25 (1.05) 
Identification 5.24 (1.59) 5.17 (1.59) 
Self-Relevance 4.74 (1.83) 4.67 (1.83) 
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Table D.2.2 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in Study 4 within the success conditions.  
 Mean 
(SD) 
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 
 Attributions for Success 
1. Internal 5.97 
(1.27) 
.30*** .26*** -.04 .27*** .19** .18** .05 .04 .05 .13* -.02 .02 .07 
2. Societal 4.39 
(1.52) 
.02 .06 .27*** .05 .10† .07 -.01 .09 -.01 .05 .01 -.01 .004 
3. Fatalistic  3.86 
(1.91) 
-.17** -.17** .21*** -.15** -.07 -.01 .20*** .10† .23*** .19** -.14* -.11† -.10† 
 General Perceptions 
4. Hard work 9.20 
(1.05) 
1 .78*** -.14* .63*** .57*** .49*** .01 .04 -.05 -.03 .06 .05 .15** 
5. Competence 9.12 
(1.02) 
 1 -.11† .58*** .56*** .46*** .02 .09 -.04 -.02 .07 .03 .14* 
6. Public support 5.56 
(2.47) 
  1 -.09 -.10† .001 .18** -.02 .04 .07 -.05 -.10† -.14* 
7. Deserving 8.96 
(1.42) 










     1 .01 .14* -.07 -.02 .08 .06 .17** 










       1 .31*** .37*** -.30*** -.28*** -.29*** 




        1 .74*** -.67*** -.36*** -.39*** 
13. Affirm. action 
social class  
5.42 
(2.70) 





          1 .46*** .48*** 










            1 
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Note. For the sake of space, the intercorrelations among the attribution items within the success condition are not included. They can be found in 
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Table D.2.3 
Descriptive statistics for and correlations among all key measures in study 4 within the failure conditions.  
 Mean 
(SD) 
6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 
 Attributions for Failure 
1. Internal 2.23 
(1.31) 
-.57*** -.58*** .19** .58*** -.38*** -.36*** -.29*** -
.28*** 
-.23*** -.22*** .27*** .49*** .41*** 
2. Societal 5.16 
(1.27) 
.27*** .27*** -.11† -.38*** .15** .22*** .33*** .17** .20** .23*** -.26*** -.34*** -.32*** 
3. Privileged  3.14 
(1.83) 
.24*** .21*** -.03 -.12* .20*** .24*** .24*** .23*** .27*** .33*** -.15** -.19** -.24*** 




-.02 -.08 .02 .15* -.04 -.10† -.24*** -.13* -.15** -.05 .35*** .28*** .23*** 
5. Fatalistic  3.88 
(2.08) 
.10† .07 .003 -.16** -.02 .10† .16** .03 .16** .08 -.05 -.09 -.12* 
 General Perceptions 
6. Hard work 7.86 
(1.75) 
1 .77*** -.04 -.51*** .51*** .54*** .35*** .24*** .30*** .33*** -.26*** -.33*** -.27*** 
7. Competence 7.78 
(1.75) 
 1 .02 -.43*** .50*** .50*** .35*** .29*** .24*** .32*** -.21*** -.32*** -.27*** 
8. Public support 3.58 
(2.09) 
  1 .24*** .09 -.05 .02 -.11† .17** .13* -.07 .14* .11† 
9. Deserving 2.96 
(2.15) 
   1 -.28*** -.39*** -.33*** -
.23*** 










     1 .30*** .09 .36*** .27*** -.29*** -.30*** -.31*** 










       1 .35*** .44*** -.30*** -.31*** -.26*** 




        1 .67*** -.52*** -.35*** -.35*** 
15. Affirm. action 
social class  
5.63 
(2.58) 
         1 -.38*** -.34*** -.31*** 
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Note. For the sake of space, the intercorrelations among the attribution items within the failure condition are not included. They can be 





          1 .49*** .50*** 










            1 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     181 
 
   
 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     182 
 
   
 
Table D.2.4 
Intercorrelations among the attribution items within the success and failure conditions (Study 4) 
Success Condition 
 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Internal 1     
2. Societal .28*** 1    
3. Fatalistic .05 .16** 1   
4. Privileged 
groups 
n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
5. Affirm. 
action groups 
n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Failure Condition 
 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Internal 1     
2. Societal -.23*** 1    
3. Fatalistic -.11† .12* 1   
4. Privileged 
groups 
.22*** -.13* .31*** 1  
5. Affirm. 
action groups 
-.004 .19** .19** .12* 1 
Note. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Appendix E: Study 5 Questionnaire 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slider bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Hypothetical Scenario Pre-amble (All Participants) 
On the next page you will be asked to read through a hypothetical scenario about social class 
mobility. Please try to envision as clearly as possible the experiences described in this 
scenario, regardless of any similarities to or differences from your own lived experiences.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario (All Participants) 
Please take a moment to imagine an individual named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. They were both able to find jobs that paid enough to 
meet the basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight.  For these reasons, Paul's 
goal is to complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they 
had. 
  
Near the end of high school Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four colleges 
that he applied to.  A year and a half into his four-year program he is no longer able to able to 
afford tuition and living expenses, and it becomes clear that he will have to drop out of 
college. He moves back to his hometown and is able to find a job in a factory that pays 
roughly the same wage as what his parents make which means that Paul is still relatively 
low in social class. Three years later Paul is still in this job and this causes him to stop and 




On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
A wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social mobility goals, 
we are particularly interested in learning about the causes that you believe brought about 
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Individuals hold a variety of beliefs about why attempts to be upwardly mobile in terms of social 
class may be unsuccessful. In the next section, you will be asked to think about one set of 
explanations for social mobility failure. Please note that although the types of causes you will be 
asked to think about are endorsed by some people in society, they do not reflect the opinions of 
the researchers.  
 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we are particularly interested in learning about causes that are internal or 
come from within the individual. Please describe in the space provided below the ways in 
which you believe Paul's personality, attributes, decisions, efforts, and behaviors brought 







Individuals hold a variety of beliefs about why attempts to be upwardly mobile in terms of social 
class may be unsuccessful. In the next section, you will be asked to think about one set of 
explanations for social mobility failure. Please note that although the types of causes you will be 
asked to think about are endorsed by some people in society, they do not reflect the opinions of 
the researchers.  
 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we are particularly interested in learning about causes that are external, or 
come from outside the individual, specifically, the influence of society. Please describe in the 
space provided below the ways in which you believe the economy, government policies, access 
to resources, access to opportunities, and social (in)equality in society brought about Paul's 
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Privileged Groups Condition 
Individuals hold a variety of beliefs about why attempts to be upwardly mobile in terms of social 
class may be unsuccessful. In the next section, you will be asked to think about one set of 
explanations for social mobility failure. Please note that although the types of causes you will be 
asked to think about are endorsed by some people in society, they do not reflect the opinions of 
the researchers.  
 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we are particularly interested in learning about causes that are external, or 
come from outside the individual, specifically, the influence of groups privileged based on 
wealth and status. Please describe in the space provided below the ways in which you 
believe individuals from privileged groups receiving special treatment and more than their 
fair share of resources and opportunities in society brought about Paul's failure to move up 







Affirmative Action Groups Condition 
 
Individuals hold a variety of beliefs about why attempts to be upwardly mobile in terms of social 
class may be unsuccessful. In the next section, you will be asked to think about one set of 
explanations for social mobility failure. Please note that although the types of causes you will be 
asked to think about are endorsed by some people in society, they do not reflect the opinions of 
the researchers.  
 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we are particularly interested in learning about causes that are external, or 
come from outside the individual, specifically, the influence of affirmative action groups. 
Please describe in the space provided below the ways in which you believe individuals from 
affirmative actions groups receiving special treatment and more than their fair share of 
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We are interested in learning about your support for a variety of policies. Please indicate the extent 
to which you support each of the following policies using the scale provided.  









1  2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
1. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the bottom 20%, in order to boost their 
disposable income and reduce financial stress 
2. Implementing tax breaks for individuals in the top 20%, in order to enhance the economy 
and create jobs 
3. Increasing government funding for scholarships specifically for individuals who grew up 
low in social class 
4. Introducing free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds 
5. Increasing the social safety net by diverting more funds to welfare and unemployment 
programs 
6. Introducing a stricter college admissions process aimed at identifying and preventing 
instances of favoritism towards individuals who grew up high in social class 
7. Closing “legacy programs” which are college admissions criteria that prioritize admissions 
to family members of wealthy alumni  
8. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from 
minority racial and ethnic groups 
9. Introducing college admissions criteria the prioritize admissions to individuals from lower 
socioeconomic classes  
10. Implementing stricter immigration laws to prevent individuals from other countries taking 
resources and jobs away from Americans 
11. Increasing government spending on refugee resettlement programs that will allow 
individuals to have a "fresh start" in America 
12. Requiring colleges to accept the same percentage of individuals from each 
socioeconomic class (i.e. lower, lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, upper) 
 
Policies to reduce structural barriers: Items 1, 3, 4, 5 
Policies to reduce wealthy privilege: Items 6, 7 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on race: Item 8 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on social class: Items 9, 12 
Stricter immigration laws: Item 10, 11(reverse coded) 
Exploratory: Item 2 
 
 
Truth of the American Dream 
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The American Dream is defined as the belief that anyone from any background can climb the 
social ladder through effort and hard work. To what extent is true in America?  
 
0% true _________________________________________________100% true 
 
Attributions  
Please rate the extent to which you believe each of the factors contributed to Paul’s failure to 








     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work and motivation 
2. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
3. Too few opportunities for financial support 
4. Too many competing life responsibilities 
5. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
6. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
7. Bad Luck 
 
General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did Paul deserve the outcome he experienced? 
How hard-working was Paul? 
How competent was Paul? 
To what extent did Paul effectively budget his money and prioritize saving for/spending his 
money on school expenses? 
To what extent did Paul prioritize work and school over other areas of his life (i.e. relationships, 
leisure)? 
How much did Paul receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you Paul receive public support and/or assistance? 
Undeserving students from affirmative action groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
Undeserving students from wealthy/privileged groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
How economically disadvantaged was Paul? 
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Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. Earlier in the study you were asked to generate an explanation for why Paul failed to 
move up the social ladder. How easy was it for you to generate this explanation? 
2. How easy was it to imagine Paul in the hypothetical scenario you read earlier? 
3. How strongly did you identify with the experiences described in the hypothetical 
scenario? 




Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
3. Society is set up so the people usually get what they deserve 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 
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  Over $150,000 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix E.2: Study 5 Supplemental Analyses 
Stricter Immigration Policies. As with the other policy types, there was not a significant 
main effect of attribution condition, F (4, 694) = 1.08, p = .366, hp2 = .01, nor a significant 
attribution condition by political orientation interaction, F (4, 694) = .624, p = .646, hp2 = .004. 
A significant main effect of political orientation emerged, F (1, 694) = 558.10, p < .001, hp2 = 
.45, with conservatives (M = 7.42, SE = .12) supporting stricter immigration laws more than 
liberals (M = 3.61, SE = .11).  
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Table E.2.1 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from 
attribution condition (societal vs. internal) and perceptions of target as effective at managing 











Note. (N = 704). a = regression coefficient of attribution condition (0 = internal, 1 = societal; X) 
on perceptions of the target, b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to 
reduce structural barriers. All models control for the other dummy coded condition variables and 
political orientation. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
  
 Money Management 
 Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) .07 .24 
Direct effect (c’) -.21 .23 
a 1.04*** .26 
b .27*** .03 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI 
ab .28 [.12, .45] 
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Appendix F: Study 6 Questionnaire 
Demographics 
Please indicate your age ____________ 
 
From the following, please select the racial/ethnic group with which you primarily identify. 
  White 
  Black 
  Latino or Hispanic 
  East Asian 
  South Asian 
  Middle Eastern 
  First Nations, Métis, or Inuit 
  Other (please specify) ________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate you gender 
  Male 
  Female 
  Other (please specify) _________________________________________ 
 
In what country were you born? 
  US 
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
Please indicate your country of residence 
  US  
  Canada 
  Other (please specify) _____________________________ 
 
If I were to support a political party in the USA, I would support… 
  The Republican Party 
  The Democratic Party 
  The Libertarian Party 
  The Green Party 
  Other (please specify) ____________________________ 
 
How would you characterize your political views?  
1 2 3 4 5 N/A 
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Using the following slider bar, please indicate (by sliding the dot) the point that you believe best 
represents your overall political orientation. 
 
100% Liberal _________________________________________________100% Conservative 
 
On average, on most societal topics, are you: 
  More conservative 
  More liberal 
  Both equally 
 
Hypothetical Scenario Pre-amble (All Participants) 
On the next page you will be asked to read through a hypothetical scenario about social class 
mobility. Please try to envision as clearly as possible the experiences described in this 
scenario, regardless of any similarities to or differences from your own lived experiences.  
 
Hypothetical Scenario (All Participants) 
Please take a moment to imagine an American named Paul who based on the education, careers, 
and incomes of his parents is considered to be "low in social class" while growing up. Both of 
his parents completed high school but did not complete any post-secondary education and as a 
result their career options were limited. His father worked in customer service at a large 
department store and his mother cleaned houses for a living. Their jobs paid enough to meet the 
basic needs of his family, but money was still quite tight. For these reasons, Paul's goal is to 
complete a college degree, and in turn have a wider range of career options than they had. 
Because Paul grew up in a low-income neighbourhood the schools, he went to were poorly 
funded and had few resources to help students excel academically. Ultimately Paul’s grades 
and SAT scores at the end of high school are not as high as he had hoped, which he worries 
will put him at a disadvantage for getting into college and receiving scholarships and grants.   
Near the end of the school year Paul finds out that he has been accepted to one of the four 
colleges that he applied to, but unfortunately will not receive any of the scholarships or 
grants that he applied to.  Paul believes that if he works a substantial number of hours each 
week while in school, he will be able to make ends meet, however he often finds it difficult to 
find motivation to work this much and maintain good grades while also having some time 
for leisure and social activity. A year and a half into his four-year program he is struggling 
academically and having trouble making enough money to pay for tuition and living 
expenses and it becomes clear that he will have to drop out of college. He moves back to his 
hometown and starts working at a fast food restaurant where he makes minimum wage, 
which means the Paul is still relatively low in social class. Three years later he is still in this 
job and this causes him to stop and reflect that around this time he would have been graduating 




Individuals hold a variety of beliefs about why attempts to be upwardly mobile in terms of social 
class may be unsuccessful. In the next section, you will be asked to think about one set of 
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explanations for social mobility failure. Please note that although the types of causes you will be 
asked to think about are endorsed by some people in society, they do not reflect the opinions of 
the researchers.  
 
Internal Attribution Condition 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we would like you to spend a few minutes considering  causes that are internal 
or come from within the individual. For example, Paul may not have been well-suited for 
college based on his abilities, spending both money and time on leisure and social 
activities could have taken away from his ability to afford and succeed in 
college. Additionally, he may have been able to invest greater effort in order to persist in the 
face of difficulty or been able to seek out other sources of funding to make ends meet while 
in college. Finally, working in a fast food restaurant after he dropped out of college 
may not have been Paul's only option (for example, he could have tried to start a business or go 
to a trade school).  
 
We are aware that the factors you are being asked to think about are only some of the possible 
reasons why Paul was unsuccessful in his attempt to be upwardly mobile, but please try to focus 
your descriptions only factors about Paul's efforts, actions, and abilities. You will be asked 






Societal Attribution Condition 
On the previous page we asked you to read a hypothetical scenario about an individual named 
Paul who tried to increase his social class by graduating college but was unfortunately 
unsuccessful in doing so.  
 
Although a wide variety of factors influence whether or not individuals achieve their social 
mobility goals, we would like you to spend a few minutes considering causes that are external, 
or come from outside the individual, specifically, the influence of society. For 
example, inadequate funding for schools in low income neighborhoods may have meant 
that Paul was less prepared for college and had fewer role models for academic success than 
students from higher income families. Additionally, rising tuition costs combined with a lack 
of available funding for college students from low income backgrounds (aside from incurring 
massive student loan debt) may have made college too expensive. Finally, having to balance 
school with paid employment (to pay for school) could have put Paul at a disadvantage 
academically relative to students who were able to focus solely on their education.  
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We are aware that the factors you are being asked to think about are only some of the possible 
reasons why Paul was unsuccessful in his attempt to be upwardly mobile, but please try to focus 
your descriptions only on factors about society that lead to unequal opportunities for 






Policy Support (College Level Main) 
We are interested in learning about your support for a variety of policies. Please indicate the extent 
to which you support each of the following policies using the scale provided.  









1  2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Setting aside part of the college’s budget to subsidize tuition for individuals from low 
income backgrounds 
2. Creating new scholarships and grants specifically for individuals who are economically 
disadvantaged 
3. Reducing the minimum high school GPA and SAT score requirements for admission for 
individuals from economically disadvantaged backgrounds to offset difference in the 
quality of education received before college based on social class.  
4. Requiring the same percentage of individuals from each socioeconomic class (i.e. lower, 
lower-middle, middle, upper-middle, upper) to be offered admission 
5. Introducing college admissions criteria, that prioritize admissions to individuals from 
lower socioeconomic classes 
  
Policies to reduce structural barriers: Items 1, 2 
Policies to increase affirmative action based on social class: Items 3, 4, 5 
 
Policy Support (College Level Exploratory) 
Here are some additional policies that the college Paul attended is interested in implementing. 
Please indicate the extent to which you support each of the following policies using the scale 
provided.  **Same scale as above 
 
1. Introducing a workshop series to help individuals learn study skills 
2. Introducing a workshop series to help individuals learn organization and time 
management skills 
3. Introducing flexible academic deadlines (e.g., due dates for assignments, test dates) for 
students who have to work while in school 
4. Creating an on-campus social support group for individuals from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds 
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Policy Support (Government Level) 
On the previous two pages we asked you about the extent to which your support a variety 
of policies that the college Paul attended could implement to help future students in situations 
similar to his. Now, we are interested in learning about your support for a variety 
of policies that the government could implement to help individuals from similar backgrounds 
as Paul.  **Same scale as college level policy support 
1. Increasing government funding for scholarships and grants specifically for individuals 
who grew up low in social class. 
2. Mandating that colleges offer free tuition for individuals from low income backgrounds. 
3. Removing the cap on the amount of Federal student loans that can be received, thereby 
eliminating the need for obtaining high-interest private loans.  
4. Increasing funding for schools in low-income neighbourhoods in order to reduce 
disparities in educational resources and supports available to individuals based on social 
class 
5. Target areas with underfunded schools with college and SAT prep course to bridge the 
gap between individuals based on their social class growing up 
6. Making tuition free for all individuals 
 
 
Truth of the American Dream 
The American Dream is defined as the belief that anyone from any background can climb the 
social ladder through effort and hard work. To what extent is true in America?  
 
0% true _________________________________________________100% true 
 
Attributions  
Please rate the extent to which you believe each of the factors contributed to Paul’s failure to 








     Contributed 
A lot 
 
1. A Lack of hard work and motivation 
2. A lack of talent, skill, and/or competence 
3. Too few opportunities for financial support 
4. Too many competing life responsibilities 
5. Individuals with privilege, who are less deserving, took the majority of the resources (e.g. 
scholarships, bursaries) 
6. Individuals from affirmative action groups, who are less deserving, took the majority of 
the resources (e.g. scholarships, bursaries) 
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7. Bad Luck 
 
General Perceptions 
Based on the information in the hypothetical scenario you just read… 
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How much did Paul deserve the outcome he experienced? 
How hard-working was Paul? 
How competent was Paul? 
To what extent did Paul effectively budget his money and prioritize saving for/spending his 
money on school expenses? 
To what extent did Paul prioritize work and school over other areas of his life (i.e. relationships, 
leisure)? 
How much did Paul receive support from friends and family? 
How much did you Paul receive public support and/or assistance? 
Undeserving students from affirmative action groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
Undeserving students from wealthy/privileged groups received too much of the resources, 
support, and scholarships at your [Paul’s] school. 
How economically disadvantaged was Paul? 
 
Fluency/Relatability  
Not at all      Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. Earlier in the study you were asked to generate an explanation for why Paul failed to 
move up the social ladder. How easy was it for you to generate this explanation? 
2. How easy was it to imagine Paul in the hypothetical scenario you read earlier? 
3. How strongly did you identify with the experiences described in the hypothetical 
scenario? 




Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements 
by circling the appropriate number on the scale below.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Strongly 
disagree 
       Strongly 
Agree 
 
1. In general, you find society to be fair 
2. Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness 
3. Society is set up so the people usually get what they deserve 
 
Past and Current Social Class 
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What is the highest level of education you have obtained? 
  Primary school 
  High school 
  Some college/university 
  College/University degree 
  Some post-graduate training 
  Post-graduate degree 
   
Are you currently employed? 
  Yes, part-time 





What is your occupation (indicate “student” if you are currently a student)? 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Please indicate your own yearly after-tax income. 
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
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  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 




  Not sure 
  Rather not say 
 
Please indicate your best estimate of your family’s yearly after-tax income when you were 
growing up.  
  Rather not say 








  Over $150,000 
 
Please rate the extent to which you believe your social class has changed (or not) between when 
you were growing up and now.  
Experienced 
a lot of 
downward 
mobility 
    Stayed 
the 
same 
     Experienced 
a lot of 
upward 
mobility 
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Table 1 
Summary of support for hypotheses across Studies 1-4.  
 Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 
Hypothesis 1: In the success condition, participants will make more internal than 









Hypothesis 2a: In the failure condition, conservatives (compared to liberals) will 
make more internal and affirmative action group attributions and less societal, 









Hypothesis 2b: Within the failure condition, individuals will make  less internal 
and more external (societal, other-group, luck) attributions in the self condition 









Hypothesis 3a: The target will be viewed as less hardworking and competent in the 









Hypothesis 3b: Conservatives (compared to liberals) will see the target as less 
hardworking and competent, more deserving of the outcome, and as having 
received more public assistance in the failure condition. Liberals and conservatives 










Hypothesis 3c: In the failure condition, the hypothetical target will be viewed as 
more hardworking and competent in the self condition than in the other condition. 









Hypothesis 4a: Conservatives will be less likely than liberals to support policies to 
reduce structural barriers, reduce wealthy privilege, and increase affirmative action 








Hypothesis 4b: The differences in policy support proposed in Hypothesis 4a may 
be amplified in the failure condition compared to the success condition. 
n/a 
 
X X X X X X X X X X X X 
 
Hypothesis 5a: Internal and societal attributions will mediate the relation between 




✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ 
Hypothesis 5b: Privileged group attributions will mediate the relation between 




✓ ✓ ✓ 
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Hypothesis 5c: Privileged group and societal attributions will mediate the 
relationship between political orientation and support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on social class in the failure condition. 
n/a 
 
✓✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Hypothesis 5d: Affirmative action group and societal attributions will mediate the 
relation between political orientation and support for policies to increase 
affirmative action based on race in the failure condition. 
n/a 
 
✓✓ X X X X 
Hypothesis 6a: The target will be viewed as less effective at managing their money 






Hypothesis 6b: Conservatives will view the target as less effective at managing 







Hypothesis 7: Perceptions of the target as hardworking, competent, and deserving 
of the outcome will mediate the relationship between political orientation and 
support for policies to reduce structural barriers in the failure condition but not the 








Note. Checkmarks indicate that the hypothesis was supported whereas cross-marks indicate that support was not found. A checkmark 
with an asterisk indicates that the proposed pattern of simple effects was present but that the overall interaction was not significant. 
Grey squares indicate that a pre-registration was completed for the study but that the hypothesis was not pre-registered due to either an 
oversight, previous insignificance, or because the measure was included for the first time and thus hypotheses were speculative; these 
cases should be interpreted with caution. When more than one outcome variable or mediator is specified, multiple symbols are present 
indicating whether support was found for each individual variable tested, symbols should be read in the order in which the variables 
are listed in the hypothesis. n/a indicates that the hypothesis was not tested in a given study. 
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Table 2 
Estimated Marginal Means for each attribution type within the success and failure conditions 
broken down by political orientation (Studies 1-4)  
 Study 1 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Internal 6.20a,a (.07) 6.37a,a (.08) 1.86a,a (.10) 2.47b,a (.12) 
Societal 3.46a,b (.12) 3.71a,b (.12) 5.69a,b (.10) 5.07b,b (.11) 
Fatalistic (Luck) 3.87a,c (.16) 3.48a,b(.17) 4.06a,c (.15) 3.48b,c (.16) 
Privileged Groups n/a n/a 3.79a,c (.14) 2.65b,a (.16) 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
n/a n/a 2.41a,d (.15) 3.12b,c (.17) 
 Study 2 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Internal 6.03a,a (.08) 6.28b,a (.09) 1.60a,a (.10) 2.62b,a (.11) 
Societal 3.31a,b (.10) 3.89b,b (.11) 5.97a,b (.10) 4.75b,b (.11) 
Fatalistic (Luck) 3.64a,b (.15) 3.40a,c (.17) 3.67a,c (.15) 3.31a,c (.17) 
Privileged Groups n/a n/a 3.61a,c (.13) 2.91b,a (.14) 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
n/a n/a 2.24a,d (.16) 3.39b,c (.18) 
 Study 3 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Internal 5.87a,a (.10) 5.83a,a (.10) 1.99a,a (.11) 2.65b,a (.11) 
Societal 2.43a,b (.10) 2.93b,b (.10) 6.15a,b (.09) 5.46b,b (.09) 
Fatalistic (Luck) 3.42a,c (.14) 3.00b,b (.15) 3.85a,c (.14) 3.23b,c (.14) 
Privileged Groups n/a n/a 3.29a,d (.13) 2.63b,a (.14) 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
n/a n/a 2.24a,a (.15) 3.24b,c (.16) 
 Study 4 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Internal 5.92a,a (.10) 6.02a,a (.10) 1.90a,a (.10) 2.63b,a (.11) 
Societal 4.34a,b (.12) 4.42a,b (.13) 5.47a,b (.09) 4.75b,b (.11) 
Fatalistic (Luck) 4.27a,b (.15) 3.42b,c (.15) 4.15a,c (.14) 3.53b,c (.15) 
Privileged Groups n/a n/a 3.49a,d (.13) 2.72b,a (.14) 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
n/a n/a 2.34a,e (.16) 3.40b,c (.18) 
Note. Standard error in brackets. Separate analyses were run in the success condition and failure 
condition. Subscripts should be read within success and failure conditions separately. First 
subscript should be read horizontally (simple effect of politics), second subscript should be read 
vertically (within subjects’ simple effect of attribution). Means which share the same subscript 
do not significantly differ at the p < .05 level.    
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Table 3 
Estimated Marginal Means for each of the general perception items within the success and 
failure conditions broken down by political orientation (Studies 1-4)  
 Study 1 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Hard work 6.63 (.07) 6.61 (.07) 6.35 (.07) 6.04 (.08) 
Competence 6.43 (.08) 6.30 (.08) 5.89 (.08) 5.63 (.08) 
Deserving 6.36 (.10) 6.38 (.10) 2.04 (.10) 2.93 (.11) 
Public Assistance 4.45 (.12) 4.40 (.12) 2.36 (.11) 2.82 (.13) 
 Study 2 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Hard work 6.46 (.07) 6.67 (.08) 6.46 (.07) 5.81 (.08) 
Competence 6.26 (.08) 6.43 (.08) 6.08 (.08) 5.29 (.08) 
Deserving 6.24 (.10) 6.42 (.11) 1.88 (.10) 3.13 (.11) 
Public Assistance 4.29 (.11) 4.43 (.12) 2.32 (.10) 2.74 (.12) 
 Study 3 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Hard work 9.48 (.10) 9.31 (.10) 8.79 (.10) 8.30 (.10) 
Competence 8.74 (.12) 8.81 (.12) 8.10 (.12) 7.28 (.12 
Deserving 8.69 (.16) 8.82 (.17) 2.71 (.16) 4.27 (.17) 
Public Assistance 5.88 (.14) 5.74 (.14) 5.17 (.14) 5.60 (.14) 
Money Management 8.65 (.13) 8.32 (.13) 7.63 (.13) 6.85 (.13) 
Time Management 8.53 (.14) 8.18 (.15) 7.73 (.14) 6.92 (.15) 
 Study 4 
 Success Failure 
 Liberal Conservative Liberal Conservative 
Hard work 9.09 (.12) 9.31 (.12) 8.21 (.11) 7.44 (.13) 
Competence 9.05 (.11) 9.18 (.12) 8.10 (.11) 7.40 (.12) 
Deserving 8.91 (.14) 9.02 (.14) 2.29 (.13) 3.80 (.15) 
Public Assistance 5.84 (.18) 5.27 (.19) 3.57 (.18) 3.57 (.20) 
Money Management 8.88 (.14) 9.10 (.15) 5.76 (.14) 5.27 (.15) 
Time Management 8.61 (.14) 8.90 (.14) 6.92 (.13) 5.87 (.15) 
Note. Standard error in brackets. Separate analyses were run on each general perception item.
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Table 4 




 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.36a (.10) 6.38a (.10) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 592) = 1466.06, p 
< .001, hp2 = .71 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 592) = 20.01, p 
< .001, hp2 = .03 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 592) 
= 17.89, p < .001, hp2 = .03 
Failure 2.04b (.10) 2.93c (.11) 
 Hard work 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.63a (.07) 6.61a (.07) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 591) = 37.30, p < 
.001, hp2 = .06 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 591) = 5.42, p = 
.020, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 591) 
= 4.02, p = .046, hp2 = .01 
Failure 6.35b (.07) 6.04c (.08) 
 Competence 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.43a (.08) 6.30a (.08) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 592) = 56.07, p < 
.001, hp2 = .09 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 592) = 5.85, p = 
.016, hp2 = .01 
• Overall outcome by political 
orientation interaction not 
significant, F (1, 592) = .69, p  = 
.405, hp2 = .001, but pattern of 
simple effects in expected 
direction 
   
Failure 5.89b (.08) 5.63c (.08) 
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Note. Standard error in brackets. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly different from one 





 Public Assistance 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 4.45a (.12) 4.40a (.12) • Significant main effect of outcome, 
F (1, 590) = 244.66, p < .001, hp2 = 
.29 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 590) = 3.34, p = 
.068, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 590) = 
4.85, p = .028, hp2 = .01 
Failure 2.36b (.11) 2.82c (.13) 
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Table 5 




 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.24a (.10) 6.42a (.11) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 598) = 1398.61, p 
< .001, hp2 = .70 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 598) = 48.65, p 
< .001, hp2 = .03 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 598) 
= 27.44, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
Failure 1.88b (.10) 3.13c (.11) 
 Hard work 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.46a (.07) 6.67a (.08) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 599) = 32.06, p < 
.001, hp2 = .05 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 599) = 8.79, p = 
.003, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 599) 
= 32.98, p < .001, hp2 = .05 
Failure 6.46a (.07) 5.81b (.08) 
 Competence 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 6.26a (.08) 6.43a (.08) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 596) = 68.60, p < 
.001, hp2 = .10 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 596) = 14.85, p 
< .001, hp2 = .02 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 596) 
= 35.50, p < .001, hp2 = .06 
   
Failure 6.08a (.08) 5.29b (.08) 
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Note. Standard error in brackets. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly different from one 
another at the p < .05 level.  
 Public Assistance 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 4.29a (.11) 4.43a (.12) • Significant main effect of outcome, 
F (1, 600) = 279.83, p < .001, hp2 = 
.32 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 600) = 6.51, p = 
.011, hp2 = .01 
• Overall outcome by political 
orientation interaction not 
significant, F (1, 600) = 1.59, p = 
.208, hp2 = .003, but simple effects 
in expected direction 
Failure 2.32b (.10) 2.74c (.12) 
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Table 6 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from political 
orientation and internal attributions (Study 2) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -3.44*** .22 -3.06*** .23 
Direct effect (c’) -2.90*** .23 -3.14*** .23 
a 1.04*** .14 .27* .12 
b -.51*** .09 .30** .11 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.20 [-.31, -.12] .08 [.002, .08] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 303. Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Together 
political orientation and internal attributions explain roughly 49% of the variance in support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers within the failure condition and roughly 38% within the success condition. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 7 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
from political orientation and societal attributions (Study 2) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -2.30*** .27 -2.04*** .27 
Direct effect (c’) -1.76*** .30 -2.17*** .28 
a -1.24*** .14 .58*** .15 
b .44*** .11 .23* .10 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.54 [-.93, -.22] .13 [.01, .29] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 303. Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to increase affirmative action based on 
social class. Together political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 19% of the variance in 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on class within the failure condition and roughly 16% 
within the success condition. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
  
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     221 
 
   
 
Table 8 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to increase affirmative action based on race from 
political orientation and societal attributions (Study 2) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -3.18*** .30 -3.12*** .30 
Direct effect (c’) -2.81*** .33 -3.27*** .30 
a -1.24*** .14 .58*** .15 
b .30* .12 .26* .11 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.37 [-.75, -.05] .15 [.01, .32] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 303. Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to increase affirmative action based on 
race. Together political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 29% of the variance in support for 
policies to increase affirmative action based on race within the failure condition and roughly 28% within the 
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 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.69a (.16) 8.82a (.17) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 653) = 1038.43, p 
< .001, hp2 = .61 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 653) = 26.72, p 
< .001, hp2 = .04 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 653) 
= 19.42, p < .001, hp2 = .03 
Failure 2.71b (.16) 4.27c (.17) 
 Hard work 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 9.48a (.10) 9.31a (.10) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 653) = 70.07, p < 
.001, hp2 = .10 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 653) = 10.54, p 
= .001, hp2 = .02 
• Overall outcome by political 
orientation interaction not 
significant, F (1, 653) = 2.51, p = 
.114, hp2 = .004, but simple 
effects significant in expected 
direction 
Failure 8.79b (.10) 8.30c (.10) 
 Competence 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.74a (.12) 8.81a (.12) • Significant main effect of 
outcome, F (1, 653) = 78.44, p < 
.001, hp2 = .11 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 653) = 9.48, p = 
.002, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 653) 
= 13.57, p < .001, hp2 = .02 
   
Failure 8.10b (.12) 7.28c (.12) 
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Table 9 Continued 
 Public Assistance 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 5.88a (.14) 5.74a (.14) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 652) = 9.31, p = .002, hp2 = .01 
• No main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 652) = 1.01, p = 
.315, hp2 = .002 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 652) = 
4.09, p = .044, hp2 = .01 
Failure 5.17b (.14) 5.60a (.14) 
 Money Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.65a (.13) 8.32a (.13) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 653) = 90.70, p < .001, hp2 = .12 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 653) = 18.32, p < 
.001, hp2 = .03 
• Marginally significant outcome by 
political orientation interaction, F (1, 
653) = 2.90, p = .089, hp2 = .004 
Failure 7.63b (.13) 6.85c (.13) 
 Time Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.53a (.14) 8.18a (.15) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 651) = 51.89, p < .001, hp2 = .07 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 651) = 16.24, p < 
.001, hp2 = .02 
• Non-significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 651) = 
2.48, p = .115, hp2 = .004 
Failure 7.73b (.14) 6.92c (.15) 
Note. Standard error in brackets. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly different from one 
another at the p < .05 level. 
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Table 10 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from political 
orientation and societal attributions (Study 3) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -2.91*** .24 -3.08*** .22 
Direct effect (c’) -2.48*** .23 -3.04*** .23 
a -.66*** .13 .49*** .14 
b .66*** .09 -.08 .09 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.43 [-.66, -.24] -.04 [-.14, .06] 
Note.  Nfailure = 332, Nsuccess = 329. Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Together 
political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 40% of the variance in support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers within the failure condition and roughly 37% within the success condition. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 11 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from political 
orientation and internal attributions (Study 3) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -2.91*** .24 -3.08*** .22 
Direct effect (c’) -2.72*** .24 -3.07*** .22 
a .65*** .15 -.03 .14 
b -.30*** .09 .24** .09 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.19 [-.35, -.07] -.01 [-.09, .05] 
Note. Nfailure = 332, Nsuccess = 329.  Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Together 
political orientation and internal attributions explain roughly 34% of the variance in support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers within the failure condition and roughly 38% within the success condition. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 12 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
from political orientation and societal attributions (Study 3) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -1.70*** .27 -2.02*** .28 
Direct effect (c’) -1.35*** .28 -2.13*** .28 
a -.66*** .13 .49*** .14 
b .54*** .11 .23* .11 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.36 [-.59, -.17] .11 [-.004, .29] 
Note. Nfailure = 332, Nsuccess = 329.  Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to increase affirmative action based on 
social class. Together political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 16% of the variance in 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on class within the failure condition and roughly 15% 
within the success condition. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.91a (.14) 9.02a (.14) • Significant main effect of outcome, 
F (1, 608) = 1753.67, p < .001, hp2 = 
.74 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 608) = 33.17, p < 
.001, hp2 = .05 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 608) = 
24.58, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
Failure 2.29b (.13) 3.80c (.15) 
 Hard work 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 9.09a (.12) 9.31a (.12) • Significant main effect of outcome, 
F (1, 608) = 134.78, p < .001, hp2 = 
.18 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 608) = 5.42, p = 
.020, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 608) = 
17.51, p < .001, hp2 = .03 
Failure 8.21b (.11) 7.44c (.13) 
 Competence 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 9.05a (.11) 9.18a (.12) • Significant main effect of outcome, 
F (1, 607) = 145.48, p < .001, hp2 = 
.19 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 607) = 6.24, p = 
.013, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 607) = 
13.56, p < .001, hp2 = .02 
   
Failure 8.10b (.11) 7.40c (.12) 
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Note. Standard error in brackets. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly different from one 
another at the p < .05 level.  
  
 Public Assistance 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 5.84a (.18) 5.27b(.19) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 605) = 113.34, p < .001, hp2 = .16 
• No main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 605) = 2.20, p = 
.138, hp2 = .004 
• Overall outcome by political 
orientation interaction not 
significant, F (1, 605) = 2.65, p = .104, 
hp2 = .004, simple effects partially 
replicate previous studies  
Failure 3.57c (.18) 3.60c (.20) 
 Money Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.88a (.14) 9.10a (.15) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 607) = 569.97, p < .001, hp2 = .48 
• No main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 607) = .90, p = .343, 
hp2 = .001 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 607) = 
6.02, p = .014, hp2 = .01 
Failure 5.76b (.14) 5.27c (.15) 
 Time Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Success 8.61a (.14) 8.90a (.14) • Significant main effect of outcome, F 
(1, 606) = 285.31, p < .001, hp2 = .32 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 606) = 7.53, p = 
.006, hp2 = .01 
• Significant outcome by political 
orientation interaction, F (1, 606) = 
23.23, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
Failure 6.92b (.13) 5.87c (.15) 
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Table 14 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from political 
orientation and societal attributions (Study 4) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -3.26*** .22 -3.34*** .25 
Direct effect (c’) -2.03*** .23 -3.34*** .25 
a -.69*** .14 .07 .17 
b .34*** .09 .01 .08 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.23 [-.42, -.08] .0004 [-.03, .04] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 309.  Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Together 
political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 44% of the variance in support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers within the failure condition and roughly 37% within the success condition. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 15 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from political 
orientation and internal attributions (Study 4) 
 Model 2a: Failure  
Condition 
Model 2b: Success 
Condition 
 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -3.26*** .22 -3.34*** .25 
Direct effect (c’) -3.10*** .23 -3.35*** .25 
a .74*** .14 .10 .14 
b -.22* .09 .16 .10 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.16 [-.33, -.02] .02 [-.03, .09] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 309.  Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. Together 
political orientation and internal attributions explain roughly 42% of the variance in support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers within the failure condition and roughly 38% within the success condition. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 16 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class 
from political orientation and societal attributions (Study 4) 




 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Total effect (c) -1.85*** .28 -2.02*** .28 
Direct effect (c’) -1.64*** .29 -2.13*** .28 
a -.69*** .14 .07 .17 
b .30** .11 .11 .09 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab -.21 [-.42, -.04] .01 [-.04, .07] 
Note. Nfailure = 307, Nsuccess = 309.  Each condition uses the attributions most pertinent to that condition (i.e., 
negative attributions in the failure condition and positive attributions in the success condition). a = regression 
coefficient of political orientation (0 = liberal, 1 = conservative; X) on attributions (M; differs across the two 
models), b = regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to increase affirmative action based on 
social class. Together political orientation and societal attributions explain roughly 15% of the variance in 
support for policies to increase affirmative action based on class within the failure condition and roughly 18% 
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Table 17 
Summary of Mini Meta-Analysis of Main Effect of Outcome Condition and Outcome by Political Orientation Simple Effects across Studies 1-4 
Main Effect of Outcome Condition (Success vs. Failure) 
  Deservingness Competence Hard work Public Support 
  Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size 
Study 1 6.37 vs. 2.43 3.09 6.37 vs. 5.77 .61 6.62 vs. 6.21 .48 4.42 vs. 2.57 1.30 
Study 2 6.33 vs. 2.49 2.87 6.35 vs. 5.72 .63 6.56 vs. 6.16 .43 4.35 vs. 2.52 1.37 
Study 3 8.75 vs. 3.49 2.44 8.78 vs. 7.71 .67 9.40 vs. 8.55 .65 5.82 vs. 5.39 .24 
Study 4 8.96 3.29 9.12 vs. 7.78 .93 9.20 vs. 7.86 .90 5.56 vs. 3.58 .87 
Meta-analytic   2.87 [2.76, 2.99]   .71 [.63, .79]   .61 [.53, .69]   .89 [.81, .97] 
Simple Effect of Political Orientation (Conservatives vs. Liberals) within the Success Condition 
  Deservingness Competence Hard work Public support 
  Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size 
Study 1 6.38 vs. 6.36 .02 6.30 vs. 6.43 -.15 6.61 vs. 6.63 -.03 4.49 vs. 4.44 -.03 
Study 2 6.44 vs. 6.24 .20 6.44 vs. 6.26 .23 6.68 vs. 6.46 .27 4.42 vs. 4.29 .10 
Study 3 8.83 vs. 8.68 .08 8.81 vs. 8.75 .05 9.31 vs. 9.48 -.16 5.76 vs. 5.89 -.07 
Study 4 9.03 vs. 8.90 .09 9.18 vs. 9.06 .12 9.31 vs. 9.10 .20 5.26 vs. 5.85 -.24 
Meta-analytic   .10 [-.01, .21]   .06 [-.05, .17]   .06 [-.05, .18]   -.06 [-.18, .05] 
Simple Effect of Political Orientation (Conservatives vs. Liberals) within the Failure Condition 
  Deservingness Competence Hard work Public support 
  Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size Mean 
Difference 
Effect Size 
Study 1 2.92 vs. 2.04 .62 5.63 vs. 5.89 -.23 6.05 vs. 6.35 -.31 2.83 vs. 2.37 .31 
Study 2 3.19 vs. 1.89 .90 5.29 vs. 6.08 -.72 5.79 vs. 6.46 -.69 2.75 vs. 2.32 .32 
Study 3 4.28 vs. 2.73 .67 7.31 vs. 8.09 -.46 8.31 vs. 8.78 -.31 5.60 vs. 5.18 .25 
Study 4 3.80 vs. 2.29 .75 7.40 vs. 8.09 -.40 7.44 vs. 8.20 -.42 3.60 vs. 3.57 .02 
Meta-analytic   .73 [.62, .85]   .73 [.62, .85]   -.43 [-.54, -.32]   .22 [.11, .34] 
Note. Significant meta-analytic effects are bolded. 
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Table 18 
Summary of support for hypotheses across Studies 5 & 6.  
 
 
Note. Checkmarks indicate that the hypothesis was supported whereas cross-marks indicate that support was not found. When more than one outcome variable 
is specified, multiple symbols are present indicating whether support was found for each individual variable tested, symbols should be read in the order in 
which the variables are listed in the hypothesis. n/a indicates that the hypothesis was not tested in a given study. A checkmark with an asterisk indicates that 
the hypothesis was partially supported, specifically the expected pattern was observed for conservatives but not liberals.  Grey squares indicate that a pre-
registration was completed for the study but that the hypothesis was not pre-registered due to either an oversight, previous insignificance, or because the 
measure was included for the first time and thus hypotheses were speculative; these cases should be interpreted with caution. 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
 Study 5 Study 6 
Hypothesis 4a: Conservatives will be less likely to support policies to reduce structural barriers, reduce wealthy 






Hypothesis 8: Participants will rate each attribution type (internal, societal, privileged group, affirmative action 
group) as contributing the most to failure in the condition which induces it relative to the other conditions (i.e. 
internal attributions will be highest in the internal condition). 
✓X X ✓ ✓✓ 
Hypothesis 9: Support for policies to reduce structural barriers will be highest in societal condition and lowest 




Hypothesis 10: Support for policies to reduce wealthy privilege will be highest in the wealthy privilege 
condition compared to the other conditions.  
X n/a 
Hypothesis 11: Support for policies to increase affirmative action based on social class will be highest in the 
wealthy privilege and societal conditions compared to the other conditions.  
X ✓* 
Hypothesis 12: Support for policies to increase affirmative action based on race will be highest in the societal 
condition and lowest in the affirmative action group condition.  
X n/a 
Hypothesis 13a: The societal condition will lead the target to be viewed as more hardworking and competent 
and less deserving of failure than the internal condition which will in turn predict grater support for policies to 
reduce structural barriers.  
✓✓✓ ✓*✓*✓* 
Hypothesis 13b: The societal condition will lead the target to be viewed as more hardworking and competent 
and less deserving of failure than the internal condition which will in turn predict greater support for policies to 
increase affirmative action based on social class. 
n/a ✓*✓*✓* 
Hypothesis 14: Participants in the societal condition will rate the American Dream as being less true than 
participants in the internal condition.  
n/a ✓* 
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Table 19 
  Summary of Main effect of Attribution Condition on the Attribution Manipulation Check Items (Study 5)  
 Note. Results should be read by row (outcome variable); a separate ANOVA was run on each outcome variable. Estimated marginal means are presented, std. 
error is in brackets. Subscripts are used to report the pairwise comparisons for significant main effects. Means that do not share the same subscript are 
significantly different from one another at the p < .05 level.   
Attribution DV Attribution Condition F Statistic 
 Control Internal Societal Affirmative Action Privileged groups  
Internal 2.73a(.13) 3.36b (.13) 2.48a (.14) 2.54a (.14) 2.60a (.13) F (4, 694) = 7.27, p < .001, hp2 = .040 
Societal 4.91 (.11) 4.81 (.11) 5.09 (.12) 5.03 (.12) 5.04 (.11) F (4, 694) = 1.00, p = .405, hp2 = .006 
Privileged 
groups 
3.23ab (.14) 2.77a (.15) 3.12ab (.15) 3.53b (.15) 3.41b (.15) F (4, 694) = 3.84, p = .004, hp2 = .022 
Affirmative 
action groups 
2.62a (.13) 2.64a (.14) 2.46a (.14) 3.55b (.14) 2.86a (.14) F (4, 692) = 9.75, p < .001, hp2 = .053 
Fatalistic 3.19 (.15) 3.39 (.16) 3.07 (.16) 3.23 (.16) 2.95 (.16) F (4, 694) = 1.15, p = .333, hp2 = .007 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     235 
 
   
 
Table 20 











































F (1, 694) = 
96.84, p < 
.001, hp2 = 
.122 
F (4, 694) = 
1.69, p = 



























F (1, 694) = 
69.59, p < 
.001, hp2 = 
.091 
F (4, 694) = 
3.76, p = 





























F (1, 694) = 
26.98, p < 
.001, hp2 = 
.037 
F (4, 694) = 
1.26, p = 






























F (1, 692) = 
73.08, p < 
.001, hp2 = 
.096 
F (4, 692) = 
2.44, p = 



























F (1, 694) = 
5.88, p = 
.016, hp2 = 
.008 
F (4, 694) = 
1.16, p = 
.327, hp2 = 
.007 
 
Note. Results should be read by row (outcome variable); a separate ANOVA was run on each outcome variable. Estimated marginal means are presented, std. 
error is in brackets. Subscripts are used to report the simple effects for significant interactions. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly 
different from one another at the p < .05 level.
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Table 21 
Estimated Marginal Means and Std. Error for general perception items by attribution condition 




 Mean Std. Error Summary 
Control 3.04a  .18 • Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 694) = 
4.49, p = .001, hp2 = .03 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 694) = 72.93, p < 
.001, hp2 = .10 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 694) = 1.70, p = .147, hp2 = .01 
Internal 3.88b .19 
Societal 2.91a .19 
Privileged Groups 3.12a .19 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
3.00a   .19 
 Hard work 
 Mean Std. Error Summary 
• Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 693) = 
9.94, p < .001, hp2 = .05 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 693) = 88.84, p < 
.001, hp2 = .11 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 693) = 1.23, p = .299, hp2 = .01 
Control 7.16a  .15 
Internal 6.33b .16 
Societal 7.49a .17 
Privileged Groups 7.40a .16 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
7.62a   .17 
 Competence 
 Mean Std. Error Summary 
• Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 689) = 
7.71, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 689) = 54.28, p < 
.001, hp2 = .07 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 689) = 1.63, p = .164, hp2 = .01 
Control 7.23a  .15 
Internal 6.56b .16 
Societal 7.48a .16 
Privileged Groups 7.72a .16 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
7.39a   .16 
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Table 21 Continued 
Note. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly different from one another at 
the p < .05 level.  
 Public Assistance 
 Mean Std. Error Summary 
Control 3.06b .16 • Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 694) = 
3.13, p = .015, hp2 = .02 
• No significant main effect of 
political orientation, F (1, 694) = 
.61, p = .435, hp2 = .001 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 694) = 1.78, p = .131, hp2 = .01 
Internal 3.28ab .17 
Societal 3.29ab .17 
Privileged Groups 3.81a .17 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
3.58ab   .17 
 Money Management 
 Mean Std. Error Summary 
• Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 690) = 
6.77, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 690) = 61.55, p < 
.001, hp2 = .08 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 690) = .64, p = .637, hp2 = .004 
Control 4.86ab  .18 
Internal 4.42a .19 
Societal 5.45b .19 
Privileged Groups 5.50b .19 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
5.47b   .19 
 Time Management 
 Mean Std. Error Summary 
• Significant main effect of 
attribution condition, F (4, 693) = 
3.52, p = .007, hp2 = .02 
• Significant main effect of political 
orientation, F (1, 693) = 46.57, p < 
.001, hp2 = .06 
• No significant attribution by 
political orientation interaction, F 
(4, 693) = 1.68, p = .153, hp2 = .01 
Control 6.01ab  .18 
Internal 5.61a .19 
Societal 6.17ab .19 
Privileged Groups 6.42b .19 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
6.43b  .19 
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Table 22 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers from 
attribution condition (societal vs. internal) and perceptions of target (Study 5)  
  Competence  Deservingness  
  Coeff.  SE  Coeff.  SE  
Total effect (c)  .10  .24  .09  .24  
Direct effect (c’)  -.23  .23  -.18  .23  
a  .92***  .22  -.97***  .26  
b  .35**  .04  -.27***  .03  
Indirect Effects  Effect  95% CI  Effect  95% CI  
ab  .32  [.16, .51]  .27  [.11, .44]  
Note. (N = 699, 704, respectively). a = regression coefficient of attribution condition (0 = 
internal, 1 = societal; X) on perceptions of the target (M; differs across the two models), b = 
regression coefficient of M on support for policies designed to reduce structural barriers. All 
models control for the other dummy coded condition variables and political orientation. SE = 
standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  
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Table 23 
Summary of Main effect of Attribution Condition on the Attribution Manipulation Check Items 
(Study 6)  
Note. Results should be read by row (outcome variable); a separate ANOVA was run on each 







Attribution DV Attribution Condition F Statistic 
 Internal Societal  
Internal 3.62 (.10) 3.03 (.10) F (1, 416) = 17.11, p < 
.001, hp2 = .04 
Societal 5.48 (.08) 5.78 (.08) F (1, 416) = 7.04, p = 
.008, hp2 = .02 
Privileged Groups 3.14 (.13) 3.23 (.12) F (1, 416) = .28, p = 
.599, hp2 = .001 
Affirmative Action Groups 2.81 (.12) 2.90 (.12) F (1, 414) = .28, p = 
.594, hp2 = .001 
Bad Luck 2.89 (.12) 3.15 (.12) F (1, 415) = 2.32, p = 
.129, hp2 = .01 
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Table 24 
Summary of Main effect of Political Orientation and Attribution Condition by Political Orientation Interaction on the Attribution Manipulation Check Items 
(Study 6) 
Note. Results should be read by row (outcome variable); a separate ANOVA was run on each outcome variable. Estimated marginal means are presented, std. 
error is in brackets. Subscripts are used to report the simple effects for significant interactions. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly 
different from one another at the p < .05 level. 












Condition Total    
Internal 2.70a (.14) 2.38a (.14) 2.54 (.10) 4.53b (.15) 3.68c (.14) 4.11 (.10) F (1, 416) = 122.23, p < 
.001, hp2 = .23 
F (1, 416) = 3.46, p = 
.064, hp2 = .01 
Societal 6.27a (.11) 6.28a (.11) 6.27 (.08) 4.69b (.12) 5.28c (.12) 4.99 (.08) F (1, 416) = 126.54, p < 
.001, hp2 = .23 
F (1, 416) = 6.64, p = 
.010, hp2 = .02 
Privileged Groups 3.92a (.17) 3.32c (.17) 3.62 (.12) 2.36b (.19) 3.15c (.18) 2.75 (.13) F (1, 416) = 23.90, p < 
.001, hp2 = .05 
F (1, 416) = 15.37, p 
< .001, hp2 = .04 
Affirmative Action 
Groups 
2.54a (.16) 2.17a (.16) 2.36 (.11) 3.08b (.18) 3.62c (.17) 3.35 (.12) F (1, 414) = 35.75, p < 
.001, hp2 = .08 
F (1, 414) = 7.60, p = 
.006, hp2 = .02 
Bad Luck 2.98 (.16) 3.21 (.16) 3.10 (.12) 2.79 (.18) 3.08 (.17) 2.94 (.12) F (1, 415) = .904, p = 
.342, hp2 = .002 
F (1, 415) = .03, p = 
.870, hp2 = .000 
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Table 25 
Estimated Marginal Means for general perception items by outcome condition and political 
orientation (Study 6) 
 Deservingness 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 2.62a (.20) 5.25b (.22) • Significant main effect condition, F (1, 
415) = 7.83, p = .005, hp2 = .02 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 415) = 109.06, p < .001, 
hp2 = .21 
• Significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 415) = 5.30, p 
= .022, hp2 = .01 
Societal 2.51a (.20) 4.20c (.21) 
 Hard work 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 7.74a (.17) 5.73b (.19) • Significant main effect condition, F (1, 
416) = 20.63, p < .001, hp2 = .05 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 416) = 73.18, p < .001, 
hp2 = .15 
• Significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 416) = 7.32, p 
= .007, hp2 = .02 
Societal 8.06a (.17) 7.02c (.18) 
 Competence 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 7.39a (.17) 5.80b (.19) • No significant main effect condition, F (1, 
416) = 2.21, p = .138, hp2 = .01 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 416) = 41.19, p < .001, 
hp2 = .09 
• Significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 416) = 5.62, p 
= .018, hp2 = .01 
Societal 7.23a (.17) 6.50c (.18) 
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Table 25 Continued 
Note. Standard error in brackets. Means that do not share the same subscript are significantly 
different from one another at the p < .05 level.  
 
  
 Public Assistance 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 2.22a (.17) 2.73b (.19) • Significant main effect condition, F (1, 
415) = 4.83, p = .029, hp2 = .01 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 415) = 9.65, p = .002, 
hp2 = .02 
• No significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 415) = .05, p 
= .826, hp2 = .000 
Societal 2.57a (.17) 3.15b (.18) 
 Money Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 5.91a (.20) 4.34b (.22) • Significant main effect condition, F (1, 
415) = 17.33, p < .001, hp2 = .04 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 415) = 27.95, p < .001, 
hp2 = .06 
• Significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 415) = 6.07, p 
= .014, hp2 = .01 
Societal 6.26a (.20) 5.68c (.21) 
 Time Management 
 Liberal Conservative Summary 
Internal 6.21a (.21) 4.75b (.24) • Significant main effect condition, F (1, 
415) = 26.85, p < .001, hp2 = .06 
• Significant main effect political 
orientation, F (1, 415) = 31.11, p < .001, 
hp2 = .07 
• No significant condition by political 
orientation interaction, F(1, 415) = .99, p 
= .321, hp2 = .002 
Societal 7.13b (.21) 6.12c (.22) 
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Table 26 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers at the 
college level from attribution condition, political orientation, the attribution condition by 
political orientation interaction, and perceptions of target (Study 6) 
 Hard work Competence Deservingness 
 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Direct effect (c1’) 1.40* .58 1.53** .56 1.66** .59 
Direct effect (c2’) 2.09*** .27 2.13*** .26 2.15*** .28 
Direct effect (c3’) -.82* .36 -.81* .35 -.91* .36 
a1 2.26*** .58 1.55** .58 -2.01** .67 
a2 2.01*** .26 1.59*** .26 -2.63*** .30 
a3 -.96** .36 -.85* .36 .95* .41 
b .29*** .27 .34*** .05 -.20*** .04 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab1 .38 [.17, .65] .24 [.05, .45] .21  [.06, .41] 
ab2 .10 [-.03, .24] -.05 [-.23, .10] .02 [-.08, .12] 
Index of moderated 
mediation 
-.28 [-.55, -.07] -.29 [-.58, -.05] -.19 [-.41, -.02] 
Note. (N = 420, 420, 419 respectively). a1 = regression coefficient of attribution condition (0 = 
internal, 1 = societal; X) on perceptions of the target (M; differs across the three models), a2 = 
regression coefficient of political orientation (0 = conservative, 1 = liberal; W), and a3 = 
regression coefficient of the attribution condition by political orientation interaction on 
perceptions of the target on perceptions of the target. b = regression coefficient of M on support 
for policies designed to reduce structural barriers at the college level. ab1 = indirect effect of 
attribution condition on policy support through perceptions of the target for conservatives, ab2 = 
indirect effect of attribution condition on policy support through perceptions of the target for 
liberals. c1, c2, c3 are the direct effects of attribution condition, political orientation, and their 
interaction on policy support respectively. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, 
*** p < .001 
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Table 27 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to reduce structural barriers at the 
government level from attribution condition, political orientation, the attribution condition by 
political orientation interaction, and perceptions of target (Study 6) 
 Hard work Competence Deservingness 
 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Direct effect (c1’) 1.27* .57 1.48** .55 1.57** .57 
Direct effect (c2’) 3.17*** .26 3.27*** .25 3.20*** .27 
Direct effect (c3’) -.87* .35 -.89** .34 -.98** .35 
a1 2.26*** .58 1.55** .58 -2.01** .67 
a2 2.01*** .26 1.59*** .26 -2.63*** .30 
a3 -.96** .36 -.85* .36 .95* .41 
b .37*** .05 .40*** .05 -.27*** .04 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab1 .48 [.23, .79] .28 [.06, .51] .29  [.09, .54] 
ab2 .12 [-.04, .30] -.06 [-.26, .11] .03 [-.10, .16] 
Index of moderated 
mediation 
-.36 [-.68, -.09] -.34 [-.65, -.05] -.26 [-.54, -.03] 
Note. (N = 420, 420, 419 respectively). a1 = regression coefficient of attribution condition (0 = 
internal, 1 = societal; X) on perceptions of the target (M; differs across the three models), a2 = 
regression coefficient of political orientation (0 = conservative, 1 = liberal; W), and a3 = 
regression coefficient of the attribution condition by political orientation interaction on 
perceptions of the target on perceptions of the target. b = regression coefficient of M on support 
for policies designed to reduce structural barriers at the government level. ab1 = indirect effect of 
attribution condition on policy support through perceptions of the target for conservatives, ab2 = 
indirect effect of attribution condition on policy support through perceptions of the target for 
liberals. c1, c2, c3 are the direct effects of attribution condition, political orientation, and their 
interaction on policy support respectively. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, 
*** p < .001 
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Table 28 
Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies to increase affirmative action based on 
social class at the college level from attribution condition, political orientation, the attribution 
condition by political orientation interaction, and perceptions of target (Study 6) 
 Hard work Competence Deservingness 
 Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE 
Direct effect (c1’) 1.28* .75 1.40* .73 1.52* .74 
Direct effect (c2’) 1.90*** .35 1.92*** .33 1.88*** .36 
Direct effect (c3’) -.99* .46 -.96* .45 -1.09* .46 
a1 2.26*** .58 1.55** .58 -2.01** .67 
a2 2.01*** .26 1.59*** .26 -2.63*** .30 
a3 -.96** .36 -.85* .36 .95* .41 
b .35*** .06 .42*** .06 -.29*** .05 
Indirect Effects Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI Effect 95% CI 
ab1 .45 [.20, .76] .29 [.06, .56] .30  [.09, .58] 
ab2 .11 [-.03, .28] -.07 [-.28, .12] .03 [-.11, .18] 
Index of moderated 
mediation 
-.33 [-.66, -.08] -.36 [-.72, -.06] -.27 [-.57, -.03] 
Note. (N = 420, 420, 419 respectively). a1 = regression coefficient of attribution condition (0 = 
internal, 1 = societal; X) on perceptions of the target (M; differs across the three models), a2 = 
regression coefficient of political orientation (0 = conservative, 1 = liberal; W), and a3 = 
regression coefficient of the attribution condition by political orientation interaction on 
perceptions of the target on perceptions of the target. b = regression coefficient of M on support 
for policies designed to increase affirmative action based on social class at the college level. ab1 
= indirect effect of attribution condition on policy support through perceptions of the target for 
conservatives, ab2 = indirect effect of attribution condition on policy support through perceptions 
of the target for liberals. c1, c2, c3 are the direct effects of attribution condition, political 
orientation, and their interaction on policy support respectively. SE = standard error. †p < .10, * 
p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Figure 1. Type by political orientation interaction on amount of attribution made within the 
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Figure 2. Type by political orientation interaction on amount of attribution made within the 
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Figure 3. Outcome by political orientation interaction on perceptions of target as hardworking in 
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Figure 4. Outcome by political orientation interaction on perceptions of target deservingness in 
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Figure 5. Outcome by political orientation interaction on perceptions of target as having received 
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Figure 6. Proposed relationships between attributions and policy support.  
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Figure 7. Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies that reduce structural barriers 
from political orientation and societal attributions for failure (Panel A) and success (Panel B) in 
Study 2; separate models were conducted within each condition. Political orientation and societal 
attributions accounted for roughly 50% of the variance in policy support within the failure 














b = .55 *** 
c = -3.44*** 
c’ = -2.76*** 
ab = -.67, 95% CI [-1.00, -.40] 
Conservative vs. 
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c = -3.06*** 
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Figure 8. Condition effects of political orientation on support for policies to reduce structural 
barriers via competence in the success and failure conditions in Study 4. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p 
























c’success = -3.37*** 
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Figure 9. Conditional effects of political orientation on support for policies to reduce structural 
barriers via hard work in the success and failure conditions in Study 4. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < 
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Figure 10. Direct and indirect effects predicting faith in the American Dream from political 
orientation and attributions within the failure condition in Study 4. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < 
.01, *** p < .001 
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a1b1 = 4.02, 95% CI [1.97, 6.40] 
a2b2 = 2.33, 95% CI [.57, 4.60] 
a3b3 = 2.01, 95% CI [.53, 4.02] 
a4b4 = 2.28, 95% CI [.34, 4.61] 
a5b5 = .31, 95% CI [-.54, 1.34] 
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Figure 11. Direct and indirect effects predicting support for policies that reduce structural 
barriers from attribution condition (societal vs. internal) and perceptions of target as 
hardworking, controlling for political orientation and all other dummy coded condition variables 
in Study 5. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
  
Societal vs. Internal 
Condition 











b = .33*** 
c = .08 
c’ = -.30 
ab = .38, 95% CI [.21, .58] 
VICTIM-BLAMING AND SYSTEM-BLAMING                                                                     257 
 
   
 
 
Figure 12. Attribution condition by political orientation interaction on support for college level 
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Figure 13. Attribution condition by political orientation interaction on support for government 
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Figure 14. Attribution condition by political orientation interaction on support for college level 
policies to increase affirmative action based on social class in Study 6. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < 
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Figure 15. Attribution condition by political orientation interaction on belief that the American 
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Figure 16. Attribution condition by political orientation interaction on system justification in 
Study 6. †p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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